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Summary: Justin wakes up from the bashing with no memeriast just of the
bashing but of his entire senior year. Jenniferdeit’s best for everyone if they
keep it that way and moves Justin and Molly to Nlensey. 5 years later Justin is an
up-n-coming artist living in Brooklyn. His life igood and he’s content. Then a call
for help from someone he doesn’'t remember bringsh@ack to Pittsburgh. Will he
remember? And if he does... what will happen?

Chapter 1

“I'm sleeping in my bed.... With your silhouette .(Back to You by J. Mayer)

| wake up from the dream the same way | always dbeen of cold perspiration
coating my limbs, a slight headache pushing aganysfiorehead and an
overwhelming feeling of loss. | take a deep breattl hold it as long as | can before
letting the air hiss through my clench teeth.

It's the same as always... I'm with him — chestnut,Heazel-green eyes — and we’re
in a jeep driving way too fast... but | feel exhil@@ instead of scared. And there’s
some old song playing on the radio something sloavaheesy that so doesn’t go with
this Indie 500 driving. And then suddenly we’re mothe car — we’re on a huge
empty concrete space with no one else around dadgWwenging me around and
kissing me. He’s got an arm wrapped around my veaidthis lips are on mine and |
feel warm and light and.... Euphoric.



And then | hear a loud, hard CRACK - like somethiiniging full force into
something else - and wake up like this.

| take another long breath and shift onto my sideling into the fetal position and
willing myself to calm down.

And that’s when | hear the front door slide open.

He was early.

| try not to smile as | lay there with my eyes édsthe fluffy duvet on top of my half
naked body. | hear things being shifted on thes#neand drawers open and close as
he undresses.

Then he curls his body into mine, molding his fragainst my back. | can feel his
hard dick push up against my thigh — just underasg/cheek. | fight to pretend I'm
still asleep. It's so much more rewarding to lehtivake” me.

He grinds into me lightly, slowly and kisses thekaf my neck. His hands reach
around, sliding over my bare belly and then higdirs dance around the waistband of
my underwear. He finds the tip of my rock hard caokl | feel his lips part in a smile
against my skin.

“Justin...?”

| hesitate but as his hand slips under the waistlaauwl grazes my cock | smile and
whisper his name in return.

“Aiden.”
| turn around and he captures my lips and | graahisitongue slides into my mouth.
And then the phone shrills to life from the glass anetal night side table.

We both freeze; lips inches apart and my eyesefipen to find his caramel brown
ones mimicking the look of concern and confusiomonface.

“It's after midnight,” he states.

It rings again.

“Are you expecting a call? Work?”

He shakes his head.

| sigh. This can’t be good. I roll back around aedch for the receiver.
“Hello?”

“Is Justin Taylor there please?”



“This is Justin.” | don’t recognize the voice bbettone is urgent and serious and it
instantly makes me nervous. My heart starts to.race

“Justin!” she sounds relieved. “It's Mel. Melanieaktus.”

“I'm sorry who?” | furrow my brow. | should know ihname. At least | can tell she
thinks | should.

“Excuse me,” she clears her throat and her voiopsian octave in disappointment.
“My name is Melanie Marcus and I'm... a lawyer intBhturgh Pennsylvania.”

My gut clenches. | feel my grip on the phone tightély heart accelerates once again.

“Pittsburgh,” | repeat. No one — and | mean no eiti@s mentioned that city to me in
almost 5 years.

Aiden catches my eye and pulls himself up on lswlstaring at me intently. He
knows the significance behind that city.

“Yes.”

| swallow and ask the inevitable question. “Did wé&a we know each other?”
There’s a small pause. “We did.”

Aiden touches my chest lightly, comfortingly.

Melanie clears her throat. “Justin... Mr. Taylor... 150rry to bother you and | hope
my calling you isn’t too... unwelcome. And | truly@pgize about the late hour. I...”

“Just say it,” | encourage her clearly readinghbsitation in her tone. “I'm fine now.
| have been for years. Despite the memory loss.”

“Justin... The man who bashed you....”

“Chris Hobbs.”

| try not to focus on the surprise on Aiden’s face.

“He’s done it again,” Melanie Marcus tells me arglitidenly can’t take a breath.

“And | need your help to make sure that this tiitis treated like what it is - a hate
crime.”



Chapter 2

“I'm so good at forgetting.... And | quit every gair@ay...” (Back to You by J Mayer)
Aiden’s staring at me trying as hard as he carmtidk upset or worried, but | know he’s
both. We’ve been together for almost 3 years. Weesl together for the last 3 months. |
know him better than he knows himself.

“It's fine,” | say as | throw a pair of jeans intiee open duffle bag on my bed.

“I still think you should tell Jennifer,” he exptes.

| smile at his concern. “I know, but she’ll justktane out of it.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing,” he counters. “Maybeighouldn’t go back.”

“Why not?” | question and he shrugs. “See, I'verbasking my mother since she moved us
away. Why? And she never has an answer.”

“Yes she does,” he argues. “She told you. The masare too painful.”

“Maybe for her,” | walk across our ebony staineddweood floors to the bathroom to grab my
toothbrush. “But | have no memories, remember?”

He thinks about that for a long moment runninghaad through his chestnut hair. His
caramel eyes land on me again. “You have memd&esd ones. Jennifer just doesn’t want
you to have bad ones.”

| nod and zip up my duffle bag, pulling it off thed and dropping it on the floor. I turn and
look at him sitting in the white leather Barcelartair across the bedroom area of our loft.
The early morning sunlight is angled across hisaled torso and makes his chestnut hair
glow a little. | cross the small distance and ldawn and kiss his forehead.

“If remembering the bashing means | can remembeerdht of that year too then | want to
remember,” | tell him softly and honestly as | my hand through his hair. “There must have
been good times in there. And | deserve to have theck.”

He remains silent and his furrowed brow clearly nsglae doesn’t agree with my rationale.
Still, he follows me toward the front door. | hesé by the simple brass hook where the key
to his car hangs. “Are you sure Aid?”

“Yeah definitely,” he says calmly and smiles motrantoward the keys to his Mercedes
Kompressor.

“But what are you going to do without it?”
“Take the subway,” he smirks. “Maybe I'll get hih dy some hot little artist.”

| smirk back at that and grab him around the waisgghtening doesn’t strike twice.”



We kiss - it’s long and feels somehow needy.
“I should head out. It's a long drive,” | whisper.

Aiden nods but kisses me again and this time dimgletely needy. | pull back. “Whoa. I'l
be gone two days. Three tops.”

“I know,” he admits softly. “But... I'll miss you.”
| kiss him again and smile.

| close the door behind me and it makes the udgahg sound followed by the usual metal
clank as Aiden slips the lock into place behind hrealize I'll miss that sound as much as
I'll miss him.

When | started shopping for a place to live, | kdamanted a loft because it could easily be a
live/work space. My mom, who had gotten her redtlicense in Jersey after we moved, had
taken me to a bunch of different locations, mosy developments in Chelsea and Soho.
But they all felt.... Generic. But then | saw an adthis place in Williamsburg. An old candy
factory. And when my mother opened that metal sgidioor... a warm wave washed over
me and | was sold.

It felt like home.

She wasn’t convinced. She tried everything to coceime it wasn't right. The age of the
building, the cost of the place, the amount of vetions, the location, the view... but | knew
| had to have it. A peace washed over me every lListid that door opened and stepped
inside.

Eventually she made the offer for me and it wa®ptsdd and | moved in. | let Aiden move in
a few months later.

As | walk to the alley where the Mercedes is paried load my bag in the trunk | let his face
float into my mind. He’s a great guy. Kind and geness and funny and smart and hot. | have
no idea why he puts up with me.

| haven’t been as good to him as he’s been to me.

We met on the subway the exact same day | was goihgve my first New York gallery
exhibit. He was in a suit that was slightly too higd fidgeting relentlessly. He looked as
nervous as | was.

Our eyes locked and he smiled crookedly. | smilackb

“My suit doesn't fit very well.”

“It's not too bad,” | assured him. “Besides, it'&aa. Anyone with good taste will overlook
the longer sleeves.”

He laughed. “Are you a label whore?”



| wrinkled my brow just a little and then threw thmaile back on my face. “No. Just
something | picked up... somewhere.”

He told me his name and that he was headed taenvigw at the Deutsch ad agency. | told
him that the first thing he needs to sell in adserg is himself so he had to walk into that
interview like he owned the agency. He seemeck®that and told me it was good advice.
He asked me if | was in advertising.

| told him about my art show. | wished him luckhesgot off the subway and chastised
myself for not asking for his number. Turned oufdélethe same way and, after showing up
at my show that night, he asked me for my number.

That was about 3 years ago. And though we wetdagiether, the relationship had had its
ups and downs — mostly because of me. | was wag mloof about my emotions than Aiden
was. | couldn’t just blurt out the “I love youské he did. In fact, | think I'd written it once in
an email and that was about it.

It wasn’t that | didn’t.... | think | loved him. | na | felt strongly for him. | didn’t know
anyone else | would rather be with than him. | judtwas guarded.

My therapist told me that this was normal for dttaictims — especially ones with memory
loss. | realized — and luckily Aiden did too — tisae was right. | mean, | still felt....
Defective. There was 12 months of my life | woullar get back. There were people — like
this Melanie Marcus woman and God knows who elade-1 would never be able to
remember.

It's hard to give your heart to someone when yal lige you're not whole. And | didn’t feel
whole.

But Aiden had stuck around anyway. And he didnfedhat | had some sexual... issues. He
wasn’t the first person | was with — I'd given hdada guy at a club in Chelsea about 7
months after we moved to New Jersey — during flesémester at New York Institute of Art.
And I'd fucked a guy at a party too about a yeserahat.

But Aiden had been a top when I met him and we’tatrtually have intercourse for almost
3 months because whenever it got that far andiéxa tiopping me | froze or freaked out. Yeah
that wasn’t at all embarrassing.

Even the therapist didn’t know what that was alsdute my attack hadn’t been sexual. I'd
asked my mother about my sexual history in Pitigbur because | didn’t know if I'd had sex
prior to the attack. | mean, it felt like | did..séemed to know what | was doing — but that
conversation didn’'t go well.

My mother clammed up instantly and got a pained koo her face and when | pushed her she
finally said. “You weren’t a virgin. | found thaub by mistake and you almost disowned me.”

| wanted to ask her if | had a boyfriend or if Been in a relationship or what but what was
the point? If she knew she didn’t want to tell me.



My father hadn’t moved with Molly, Mom and | to Nelersey since they were divorced and
all. He’d stayed in Pittsburgh and visited oncéwace a year. Neither Molly nor | were
allowed to visit him.

He had been almost overwhelmingly supportive ampiaround me the first couple of years
and it unnerved me but | played along. | smiledtaahd nodded but didn’t really confide in
him. Something in my gut told me to keep to myself.

Then | decided to ask him what he knew of my teerfdgting life” and he told me that I'd
been a total “lady-killer”. | reminded him I'd bed&ashed for being gay and he shook his
head harshly and insisted that Chris Hobbs had ried@rong assumption. | wasn't gay, he
said with a smile plastered on his face.

The bashing hadn’t knocked me straight. And itsied me that my father had hoped my
sexuality was something else I'd lost. When | achthet point with him he cursed under his
breath and told me “You want to get bashed again€. Fm not going to be around this time
when it happens.”

We hadn’t talked since which was fine by me. My&twas a homophobe. And | didn’t need
any of those in my life.

| carefully maneuvered my way out of Brooklyn andmthe I-78 West on ramp. My mind
flips back to Aiden. My mother loved him. She hatte the first night she met him — at my
first art show. She’d seen me talking to him andrlavas all full of questions. Who was he?
How did | meet him? Did I like him? How old was he?

And then came the approvals. He’'s smart. He's ¢deés the perfect age for me. That was a
weird one — but she was a mom and they tendedttwejed. And | was just happy she didn’t
care that he was a “he”. | was blessed to havethenwho was supportive of my sexuality.

And a boyfriend who'd been so patient — with evieiryg. But eventually he was bound to
reach his limit.... He already had once. When | maweal the loft he asked me if he could
move in too. We’'d been dating seriously for a ltinge but | still wasn’t ready to live with

him — or anyone.

| was still having nightmares — more frequentlyrtthidet on to Aiden or my mom or my
therapist. And the loft.... It was special to memkiant not only had | survived — despite the
memory loss and then headaches and the hand tretmatr$ had survived and succeeded. It
was my trophy. My prize and it made me feel... alnfaghan again.

And sometimes when | was alone in the loft — lateight painting or even just relaxing this
feeling washed over me. A feeling that... | had bineme before. And if Aiden was there all
the time, | might not get that feeling.

But when faced with losing him — when he told menas out, he needed more than | was
giving - | couldn’t do it. | couldn’t let him wallaway so | let him move in. And now he knew
about the frequency of the nightmares. And he ladyeight to look worried and somber
when | announced | would go help this Melanie Marawyer put my attacker in jail.



Because neither of us knew what mental woundsvikitto Pittsburgh would open up. What
it would be like to face the man who took a yeamyflife... And who else would | meet that
| wouldn’t remember?

But what both terrified me and excited me more thaything - was the thought that there
might be somethingwill remember.

Chapter 3

“Over you... I'm never over you...” (Back to You - Jaydr)
“Where the FUCK have you been?”

| don’t answer the raging muncher as | lean laariythe doorframe, my hangover still
dominating my body.

“You were supposed to be here two hours ago!” Medds.

“Something kept coming up,” | snark and push pastiiito the hall of their kitschy little
Victorian.

She hooks her fingers around my elbow and keepanegoing farther into the room. |
stare at her.

“What? Did | interrupt some hot lesbo sex session?”
“We drove Gus to Deb’s with JR when you didn’t shibw
Shame wiggles its way through the numbness of mgdwer.

Lindsay, appears in the archway from the livingmotooking disappointed. | catch her eye
and she takes a deep breath. “He was really lodhkirngard to seeing you, Brian.”

“I'm here.” | argue. “l was just a little late.”

“Well if you want to see him go to Deb’s,” Mel staushoving me toward the door. “And
chew some gum, you stink of liquor.”

| break free of Mel, and make my way to Linz in tiveng room. | kiss her cheek lightly but
the scowl on her face doesn’t budge.

“I know you don’t want to be a typical parent buyou don’t want to be parent at all then let
me know so | can stop getting his hopes up,” Ligdssys in a firm, quiet voice. “I thought
you were finally coming around....”

Mel reaches for my arm again and | jerk away. “Wthatfuck is so important that you kicked
the kids out on a Sunday afternoon anyway?”



“I have to interview a potential witness,” Me expkswiftly. “And it's a sensitive case.”

“Since when do you bring a sensitive withess homa &unday,” | ask and then it hits me —
like a MAC truck. “Is this about that fucker?”

Mel nods hesitantly.

“I thought the victim was still in the hospital?tbunter. “In a coma. | thought you didn’t
have witnesses?”

| swallow but my mouth is suddenly dry and my heatties with every beat. I've never seen
this guy that Chris Hobbs attacked but his injuges similar to ones | know too well. It guts
me when | think about it which is why I've been migieverything possible to not think about
it.

“No one saw the attack but I'm interviewing otheople — character witnesses - for possible
testimony at the trial,” Mel explains and therasasnething still a little off in her voice. “A

few of them are... | just thought this would be aledimidating environment. A lot of

people don't like talking about hate crimes.”

“Forget the trial,” | say swiftly. “I'll kill him myself.”

“Brian...” Lindsay warns and steps closer to me,ipgta hand on my arm as | rise up off the
couch. “We’re going to get him this time.”

“We should have gotten him the last time,” | alt biss. | swallow again and restrain
myself. “I'll testify. | know what a homophobic dsde this guy is. I've witnessed his... |
should testify.”

“The first thing the prosecution will do is disciegou as a male slut who took advatange of a
teenager,” Mel says calmly with eyes full of syntpat‘We know that’s the not at all the
truth but the jury won’t know.”

| stare at her with hard eyes. | know it's not faidt. She’s just telling me the truth. It's what
people will see when they look at me. It's whaeé svhen | look at me. If | hadn’t taken
Justin home that night — if I hadn’t been on somgehself-absorbed ego trip to take this
pretty boy’s virginity....

“Brian... I need you to go.” Mel urges.

| blink and nod still trying to quell my rage. Lisay steps forward and hugs me lightly then
kisses my cheek.

“I'm going to Deb’s. | want to see Gus,” | mumbledashe nods and finally smiles a bit.

| make it down to my Corvette and slide into thivel’'s seat and my mind is going a million
miles a minute.

| rarely read the paper — at least not much mae the front page. But | do skim through it
every day to take a look at the ads and make syrads my agency has bought are looking
the way they should. The Post Gazette has a wagaientally placing ads on the wrong



pages or in the wrong sections and | have to datthbefore my clients do. Now that
Gardner has announced his retirement the pressorefor me to be nothing short of perfect
— the clients have to have confidence that I'lelbée to run Vanguard on my own.

But his name is seared into my soul. So when, dwrepage 5 of the local news section, |
saw the words Chris Hobbs, my blood ran cold. Téedhine read: Man in Coma after
Possible Attack.

Possible Attack?! FUCK. THEM.
The whole article was etched in my brain now. lldaimost recite it verbatim.

A homosexual college student was at a bar in a wgrlass part of the Pitts, known to be
frequented by construction workers and mechaniesapproached a 23 year old male named
Chris Hobbs and made sexual advances. Hobbs samnpk demanded the 19 year old,
named Dean Bartlett, leave him alone. The studemat and when shoving occurred, both
Bartlett and Hobbs were kicked out of the bar. B#rtvas found unconscious and bleeding
from the head an hour later in the parking lothef éstablishment. Hobbs was arrested when
officers found blood on his clothing when they wenmhis home later that night to question
him. The blood matches Bartlett's but Hobbs indgdstlett attacked him and he simply
defended himself. Bartlett is in a coma.

| read the article 3 times and then ripped the papshreds. | stormed from the diner,
Michael on my heels begging to know what was wrdrgeaded straight to the police station
and barged into Carl’s office. He didn’t even toycalm me down. He just let me rant and
scream. Finally, when | calmed down a little bi,tbld me Debbie had told him once of my
ties to that fateful prom night and he actually eeniber the case. He knew that Hobbs got off
light and he knew that this was a bashing too. idensed me he’d do everything in his
power to make sure Hobbs was charged that waygddzehim to make sure Hobbs didn't get
bail because if he did..... they wouldn’t need d.tria

Luckily Carl was kind enough to not charge me wittering a death threat and smart enough
to call Melanie to make sure she knew about the.ddsl had started working with the State
as a prosecutor two years earlier. She was theio tpvyer for cases involving hate crimes
or violent attacks.

| took the rest of that day off and locked myselfhe loft and drank myself senseless. Deb, of
course, showed up with some macaroni concoctiomamudd not leave until | let her in. She
tried to talk me down. She told me how we’d get kinis time and how this Bartlett kid

would be okay.

| reminded her that Justin was never okay. Thad hever be okay. That maybe he’d moved
on and maybe he was happy now but he wasn't okag.lAvasn’t fucking okay. | would
never be okay. She, like her boyfriend, let me veitttout judgement. | finally pulled it
together and calmed down with the help of a thidshly rolled joint.

That was 72 hours ago.
| managed to get my ass back to work the next ddytlzen spent the entire weekend melting

my brain with booze and chemicals since | coulghlit it off. Justin was all | could think
about.



And just when I'd finally managed to control thempa subdue it even. It had taken me years
— fucking years — to feel the slightest bit betldre first year after Justin left I'd fallen apadrt.
almost lost my job, | drank and took so many diMigshael had to take me to the hospital not
once but twice because he thought | might be owendoHe and Deb and the gang staged an
intervention, which caused me to disown all of theemd refuse to speak to anyone for almost
6 months. | started applying for jobs in Chicagd &woston and even fucking Canada. But |
would get drunk on the flight over for the interwi@nd never get a call back.

Finally one night at almost midnight Jennifer cdll&hey’d been gone for 14 months.

“Debbie told me what you're doing to yourself,” Séad without so much as a hello. “He’s
in art school and he’s happy. And he would be cgdshhe knew what had happened to
you.”

“Tell him,” I urged in a Jack Daniels haze. “He \itagive a shit. He doesn’t know me.”
“Brian... don’t you think Chris Hobbs has taken enodigpm all us of already?”

| hung up on her. The next day as | struggled tosomit at my desk a courier showed up
with a package. It had no return address. | opértedind several photos of Justin. His hair
had grown out and he was smiling or laughing irrggegle one of them. Also in the box
was a pencil sketch of a city skyline — New Yorkefe was also a small note from Jennifer.

You helped him by letting him go. Now help youilsglfioing the same.

| started seeing a shrink the next day. And Jenképt the packages coming — one every few
months ever since. There was never a return addmshe never overtly hid his location
either sometimes she included newspaper clippirags the College newspaper profiling his
artwork and a review from his first gallery show.

We had an unspoken agreement that she would ke lsne know how he was as long as |
stayed away.

And then this. This was like a stick of dynamitel lygmne off under the feeble cardboard box
I'd managed to pack the pain away in.

| take a deep breath to calm myself as | pull #ete a stop in front of Deb’s house. | knock
on her front door and she opens it grinning brigl#ihe’s wearing a horrible flowered apron
and holding a spatula coated in thick chocolatp cbibkie dough.

“Come on in! We’re making cookies!” She screechas my hangovered head starts to pound
again.

| groan. Gus looks up from his position in the kéao in front of the table and he beams at the
sight of me.

“Daddy!” He runs to me as fast as his 6 year-oggslean carry him.

“Sonny boy!” I scoop him up and burry my face is hieck oblivious to the way his dough
covered fingers are touching my shirt.



When | let him go Deb is smiling at me softly. Sias the top of Gus’ chestnut head
playfully. “Go make sure JR doesn't eat all the gldi

Gus goes clamoring back into the kitchen and Deispes to me. “The girls were worried
you’'d... forgotten.”

| nod. “They have every right to doubt me.”

“I didn’t doubt you,” Deb assures me and the slaeswith her free hand on my backside.
“Now get in there and help the kids!”

| do as | am told and 40 minutes later I'm sittongthe couch watching Gus and JR devour
warm cookies and cold milk while Deb watches meteotty.

“Enough with the staring,” | warn her.
She sighs. “It's just with everything that's happdnWell... your still holding it together.”

“I've been stoned or drunk almost every waking lsaince | found out,” | admit even though
| know she knows. “And | intend to drink myself asctew myself into oblivion again
tonight.”

“Okay fine,” Deb says quietly. “But you remembengmlir son and your still talking to us,
your family, so we’re still better off than we wdeest time.”

| say nothing because | have nothing to say. edtéankly blinking every now and then and
studying my son as he gets more and more coveneeli@d chocolate and he grins from ear-
to-ear. He's the only reason I'm keeping it togethevon’t hurt him like | did last time. |

won't fall apart and retreat from life because tim&ans shunning him and | can’t do that —
not again.

“I know you don’t believe it Brian, but Carl and Mare working their asses off to make sure
they get him this time,” Deb assures me as shesleaar and wipes a chocolate blob from her
grand daughter’s chin.

“I know they'll try,” | agree. “But we tried thefst time. Didn’t work.”

“That’s the point,” Deb replies. “Hobbs has a higtdde’s a known homophobe. We can
make a jury see that!”

“Mel won't let me testify,” | inform Deb. “But I'nthe only one who saw him attack Justin.
I’'m the one who saw the history between them. b dne who can tell them about how he
terrorized Justin.”

Deb doesn’t say anything.

“I mean if | don't testify who else can?”

“Daphne,” Deb says quietly. “I think Mel is going &sk Daphne. She was in school with
Justin. She knows what Hobbs did to him.”



Daphne. Fuck, that was a name | hadn’t heard irsy@ae little curly-haired sidekick who
used to look at me like | hung the moon. The liasétl saw her she kicked me in the nuts.

“Oh so they wanted me out of the house so | didmitinto Daphne,” | say quietly. “I guess |
should thank them for protecting my testicles.”

Deb smiles slightly but it's strained and that neakee... nervous.
| get up and hug and kiss Gus.
Gus — the son Justin named. | swallow hard.

Deb gives me a big hug and kiss as | reach fofrbat door. | smile lightly.”l think I'm
going to go over and see Daphne anyway.”

“Right now? At Mel's?!”

“Look | know she hates me for encouraging Jennifeen she wanted to move away,” |
admit. “But right now that’s not important. Putti@iris Hobbs away is.”

“Brian!” Deb reaches for my arm as | step ontostmop. “Don’t.”

“Deb? What the fuck?!” Her brashly painted fingelmare digging into my flesh.
“It's not Daphne.”

“What?”

“I mean they do want Daphne to testify but that$ who Mel is talking to right now,” Deb
confesses her big eyes wide with panic.

| stare at her. Who else besides myself and Daphne...

Suddenly I can’t breathe. | feel my head move fside to side in a slow “no” motion. Deb’s
eye fill with tears. | don’t now why.

It can’t be.... Mel wouldn't....
“Justin.”

She can do nothing but nod.

Chapter 4
“I tired to forget you... | tried to stay away...” (B¢o You — J. Mayer)
After what feels like forever — fucking days of wag while my pathetic heart aches with

every shitty beat it takes, but is in reality oplpbably 45 minutes — the porch light starts to
glow. Seconds later the front door opens. | sekingtat first. Then he steps onto the porch.



The air in my lungs evaporates.

His blonde hair is longer, mostly on top. And hels.... Like he’s been working out a little.
His square shoulders are covered in only a chagragllong sleeve thermal shirt. He’s
wearing jeans and sneakers. Still with the sneakers

He moves his hands as he chats with one of the-girkcan’t tell which one from my position
huddled in my dark car, parked a house over. Btit bis hands are moving fluidly and
nimbly and I'm so grateful because the last ti,saw him.... His right had was pretty much
an unresponsive lump by his side.

| see him reach out and shake someone’s hand arteetturns and starts down the steps. And
then I drink in his facial features like the pardisoul that | am....

Skin still strikingly pale. Eyes still blue and @mtse. Nose still ridiculously perfectly upturned.
He heads right down the walk glancing both waysmitve street and | feel my blood go cold
when his eyes glance my way. But he can’t see nileinlarkness. The realization makes me
relieved and disappointed in the same moment.

He crosses the street and head to the dark, comvf@scedes on the opposite side of the
street. | memorize every detail of his walk, hengte, his body... it's all inherently exactly
like | remembered.

| wipe the dampness from my cheeks and wonder whtrted crying.

He slips into the driver’s seat and when the cargdo life seconds later as he pulls away
from the curb. His headlights illuminate the insafany car briefly — ever so briefly.

But not briefly enough.

His car comes to a complete stop in the middidefrbad, a foot from where he’d been
parked — maybe two feet from my car.

He saw me.
He saw me when his headlights landed on my car.

| start the engine instantly and rip the Vette aiayn the curb, the tires screeching in
defiance of the sudden acceleration.

| blow through the stop sign at the end of the blaed glance in my rearview to see his blond
head poking out the window and craning backward.

When | get home | find three messages from Jenyamawering machine warning me Justin
is in the Pitts and please if | loved him at alduld stay away.

| don’t call her back. I just flip the machine thied and open up a new bottle of Beam.

| just want to forget my life.



Chapter 5
“Back to you... | walk with your shadow...” (BackYou — J. Mayer)

| check into the hotel still in a daze. | drop maglon the bed and collapse next to it trying to
will my heart to slow down and my brain to stoprsping.

I’'m starting to get a dull ache in my temples. V&'t had that kind of headache since... well
not for years now.

Melanie Marcus and her wife Lindsay Peterson wethk bery lovely people. They seemed
warm and genuine and they looked at me with...... |6vem the moment Melanie answered
the door and invited me in she seemed to honestb/ about me.

| don’t remember ever laying eyes on either of thefore but | do feel like they are people |
would gravitate toward. Then and now.

Melanie and | sat at their dinning room table fion@st 2 hours. Chris Hobbs’ latest victim
was still in intensive care. He may not make ite Btory made me shudder because | do
remember the long fight | had coming out of the aohremember the pain in my head and
the endless physio therapy for my hand — and the@ad emotional pain of not being able
to remember.

| wonder for the quickest second if this kid woblel better off dead? | wonder sometimes
still, if I would have been.

| told Melanie and Lindsay what had gone on in ifeydince | moved away. | told them
about school and then dropping out of school aiftgfirst gallery show was a success. And
spending last summer in Paris. And living in BrgoklAnd | told them about Aiden.

They seemed very interested in him — almost abiiriterested. | wondered why... like did

this relationship seem like one the old Justin tkregw would never be in? | mean, was | a

big slut or something when they knew me? Becauke#s that would explain my mother’'s

disdain over discussing my sexual past and my enterncomfortable ness with expressing
my emotions. Maybe being emotionally intimate wasmy nature?

Melanie understood | still didn’t remember the eltta: or that entire year — but she felt that if
| could even talk to that fact, it would sway ayjuit made me a little uncomfortable, but |
agreed to do it. | mean... standing on the standalkiohg about it was basically like telling a
crowd of strangers “look at me! I'm a victim! | kog chunk of my mind thanks to this guy!” |
wished | could talk of the actual attack insteath@fing to be still a victim....

My old high school best friend Daphne was gointatkh about the bullying | endured from
Chris that entire year. And | remembered thereliesh witnesses to my attack. My mother
had always assured me of that. When | asked Meibtiiese witnesses were going to testify
she looked... pained.

“There was one person who saw the attack,” Meltaiceme quietly as we sipped Jasmine
tea. “I'm still hoping we don’t need to call on him

Lindsay and Melanie exchanged glances and | furdawg brow. “Why?”



“He’s still... pretty traumatized by the whole thihgindsay all but whispers.

“He’d probably be a bit of an emotional witness,&ldnie admits. “It might backfire.”

| nod and chew on my lower lip in order to avoi#iag them his name. | don’t know if
legally | have a right to that information. Riglitea the attack | poured over my yearbook
trying to figure out which classmates witnessedtizal happened to me. My mother never
wanted to talk about it. And really, what differeneould it make anyway? It would just be a
name. Two words that had no meaning.

Now, in the hotel room lit only by a faint glow frothe bathroom light I flipped on when |
entered, my mind won’t calm down. And it's not besa of meeting people | don’t remember
knowing. It's not because of talking for hours abite attack or about Hobbs’ new violent
crime. It's because of the face my headlights @rekl across.

That face in the dark car on the side of the road.

Chestnut hair. Hazel Eyes. Roman nose. Full lipiste&ealed for a second in a flash of light
and then gone.

But in that second..... a wave washed over me.
| know him.

| don’t know how | met him, or where he lives oratiis name is or anything — but there
was a spark of recognition so fierce and so albergassing that it made me light-headed.

Who the fuck was he?
Why was he sitting there watching me? Was he wagchie?
Fuck.

My cell phone starts to play Bach and | pull itffrany pocket and stifle a groan. | knew this
call would come.

“Hi mom.”

“Justin! Where are you? What the hell have you @bne

“Relax.” | demand shortly. “I'm in Pittsburgh. I'fine. Everything is fine.”

“When Aiden told me.... Goddamnit Justin! You needdone back. Now!”

“No mom, | don'’t,” | argue as calmly as | can besaugcreaming back at her won't help
anything, even if it would feel fantastic. “I needhelp the lawyers here put Chris Hobbs

away. Finally. For good.”

“It's too.... You're not ready.” | hear the anguishher voice and it's hard to be angry at her.



“Mom, | amready,” | insist softly. “I've been ready to cornack for a few years, | think. |
just never did because | knew you weren't ready.rBom... | have to try and do this. He
can't go free again.”

| hear her sniffle and take a jagged breath. “lbared. What if this is too much for you?
What if emotionally it... it's too much.”

“It won’t be,” | assure her.

She pauses again and then adds. “Do you... rememiirirzg?”

“Not a thing,” | say dishonestly as that face -t tpargeous god-like face flashes through my
head. “But the couple | met — Lindsay and Melangzem very kind and nice. | see why |

hung out with them.”

“I liked them,” my mother admits softly. “Are thekie only people you've... reconnected
with?”

“Yeah, but I'm going to call Daphne tomorrow.”

Silence.

‘“Mom....?"

“Okay. Yeah,” she says tightly. | still after dfiedse years have no idea why my mother and
Daphne don’t get along. | remember my mother lobagphne — and vice versa — in my
junior year.

“I should go. | have a headache and I'm exhaustet@)t her as | sit up and kick my shoes
and socks off.

“A headache? Justin...”
“It's from the long drive Mom,” | lie. “Look, I'llbe fine. | promise.”

“I love you. So much,” she whispers in what soulikis desperation. “And Aiden loves you. |
wish you’'d just come home.”

“Mom... | amhome,” I remind her quietly. “I'll call you tomaow.”

| hang up and pull off the remainder of my clothingil I'm in nothing but my underwear. |
walk into the bathroom take a piss and splash seater on my face.

Tomorrow, I'll call Daph meet up with her and ghikr on my past the way | always wanted
to but my mother never let me. Then I'll head to.hatvwas that street Melanie mentioned?
Liberty Avenue. It's where she said | met her amtlsay. It's in the heart of the gay
community so maybe — just maybe — I'll remember stbimg.

Or maybe... I'll see him. That face... the one | knovgomehow.



| pull my hand up and stare at the ink on my inmest.

Thank God | had the good sense to write his licg@teste down.

Chapter 6

“Something about you... It's just the way you moyBack to You — J Mayer)

I’'m sitting at the counter waiting for the blackfiee I'm sipping to kick in and push the
hangover haze from my brain when she storms inclleamel eyes lock on mine and she

heads straight for me — her long curly hair bougauildly with each step.

| jump off the stool and grab my briefcase, positg it in front of my nuts so she can’t take
a shot at them like last time we met.

“He’s back.” She blurts out.
“I know.” | say just as quickly.

She pauses and cocks her head. Her hands climbrdipovieest on her hips. “Okay. So now
what?”

“Nothing.”

“Seriously?” she hisses her voice climbing withmweord she goes on to utter. “He’s back.
He came back all on his own. He wants to be backemember. And... nothing? You're
going to donothing?!”

“Jesus fuck! Lower your voice!” | sigh. Her yellingkilling me. “He came back to help
Melanie. It's not going to make him remember. Hgdéng to testify and head right back to
the life he made. And that'll be that.”

She takes a step towards me and | hold the brietigister.

“That’ll be that? What if he remembers?” she asks.

‘He won't.”

“He might.”

“Look | know what you want to hear. | know if yowrit hear it my testicles are in grave
danger,” | admit and take a step back. “But I'm going to find him and fill his head with
the memories | have and beg him to remember then.to | just won't. | still say Jen was
right in taking him away. In giving him a new beging.”

Daphne’s brown eyes almost flicker with rage. “Yreua fucking coward.”

She turns, blinks back the anger and smiles at Wkb,is watching the whole thing from

behind the counter. Daphne throws herself dowrherstool beside me, picking up my half
finished coffee and taking a sip before adding rorerato it.



“Deb can | get a menu?” she asks casually. “I'mtingean old friend for brunch.”
Deb hands her the menu, her eyes as wide as satausmean... Sunshine?”
Daphne nods tersely.

“Fuck,” | start toward the door.

“He should be here any second,” Daphne snarks.

I’'m a foot from the door when it's pulled open ahe bells attached to it jangle and | freeze.
It feels like all the blood in my body has droppetb my Prada loafers and....

It's Emmett.

He barely acknowledges me. He’s ghost white. ‘tkHisaw.... | think | saw.... Justin.
Parking a Mercedes. Next to Brian’s Vette.”

“Deb...” | beg and turn to her. My eyes are wildniokv. I'm looking at her the way a caged
animal looks at its captor.

She hesitates but then opens the swinging gaté@ratge behind the counter looking back
only long enough to whisper “You’re a bitch” to Dage. In the kitchen | wait a minute, take
a deep breath, hold it, push the alley door opdiraimainch and peek out.

Sure enough there is his Mercedes parked next tdettg. But he isn’t next to it — or in it.

| push the door all the way open and run to theacdrslam it into gear and drive away
without looking back.

| can’t do it.

| can’t fucking face him.

Daphne thinks I'm a coward — and | am. But for véifferent reasons than she thinks.

She thinks I'm a coward because | won't help Jugtmember. I’'m too scared to try and have
it not work. And in a way, that is true. | don’t mtato fill his head with everything —
everything that was his senior year... our year togreand have him stare at me blankly.

But worse still - what makes me a bigger cowara tvgen Daphne realizes - | don’t want to
fill his head with those moments and have sometbiiogg. And have him remember — me.

Us.

Because... what if when he remembers..... there’srstthing there?

What if he remembers and he still goes back to Mevk.

What if nothing changes.



That would be the end of it for me. It would kilhatever part of my soul is still clinging to
life... clinging to the far off, impossible hope thate day he’ll remember. One day he’ll
want me back.

So yeah... I'm definitely a coward. The King of Codsr

That kid... that Aiden guy. He was Justin’s lover ndwd maybe that was the way it should
be.

In the photo that Jennifer sent of everyone sitéitthe table at Christmas dinner last year.
That's the first time | saw him. He was positiomegkt to Justin and smiling brightly. Justin
was leaning towards him ever so slightly and hewas smiling, although slightly subdued.
Jennifer had written on the back of the pictivi@]jly, me, Justin and Aiden at Christmas Eve
dinner at Justin’s newly purchased apartment.

That guy... he was probably whole and sane and kidd@ving. He was probably
everything any guy who craved a relationship waudsht. And Justin — the Justin | knew —
had craved a relationship. And | hadn’'t been ablgite it to him.

| mean maybe | gave it to him that night... at prorand maybe | even enjoyed it.... maybe |
had started to change... but look what it got us?

As | get out of the car, in front of the officefind my hands shaking every so slightly. | lean
against the car’s frame and will myself to take saiaep, soothing breaths.

| wish | could find the fucking balls to face hiffio end it once and for all....

Chapter 7

“But forgive me, love... | can’t turn and walk awayBack to You by J. Mayer)

The bells on the glass door jingle abruptly asll gpen the door. The minute | step inside |
scan the room for that face.... The face | know.

| don’t see him and | feel automatic disappointment

Daphne is watching me expectantly from the couauter | walk over slowly, smiling lightly,
my eyes still scanning.... Searching...

| notice a tall, lithe guy with blue eyes in a gu#hough totally queened out sparkly baby
blue T shirt staring at me. He looks like he milghtst into tears and his hand is raised to
cover his opened mouth.

Daphne jumps off the stool and gives me a bear Inugg her back with equal force. | missed
her. We email and talk on the phone, and she’s domisit me a few times since | left but |
haven’t seen her in nearly a year.

“Long time no see!” She says. “And | never thoulyhisee you here.”

“I know,” | reply and pull back from the hug. “I mer thought I'd be here.”



| turn, the dude is still staring at me.

| sit down next to her and lean a little closero“Dknow that guy over there?”

Her brown eyes glide past me to the guy standirigeaénd of the counter at the end near the
restrooms. She smiles at him and waves. | tureéchem wave back and sniff dramatically
like he’s about to burst into tears.

“That is Emmett,” Daphne tells me quietly. “You kmé&im. You hung out with him a lot.”

| turn, swiveling my stool till | am facing him. {HEmmett.”

His eyes grow wide and his mouth hangs open. bst@nand walk towards him with my
hand extended. “Daphne tells me we were friends?”

| can see the disappointment in his eyes as hizesdldidn’t remember him on my own. He
shakes my hand. “Yes,” he explains. “I knew youtfa last couple of months before the...”

“Before the attack,” | add for him to show him it&ay to mention it.
“You look....” He smiles a little. “You look fabuloudustin.”
| smile. “Thanks.”

| pause and then can’t help but add. “How did wetdé mean obviously you weren’t in my
class, right?”

This Emmett guy is clearly about 10 years oldentime. He looks adorable and fabulous but
not in his early 20s.

“I... you were... I'm friends with...”

“You worked here,” the voice comes from behind itis.female but it's not Daphne.

| turn and see a friendly looking older woman behime counter. She’s got flaming red hair
and multicolored plastic bracelets adorn her amasheer bright yellow T shirt with a squirrel
on it that says It's all Fun & Games Till Someorasés a Nut.

“He knows you from here,” She tells me. “And youwhautual friends.”

“I worked here?” | say and approach the countemaga

“Best damn bus boy and waiter this place has ea@m,5 she announces. “And | would know.
I've been here for fucking ever.”

She extends her hand. “Debbie Novotny.”

“Debbie?” | smile suddenly. “My mom talks about Hieend Debbie every now and then. Do
you have a gay son?”



“Sure do,” she replies with a nod. “Michael.”

“Yeah... that must be you.” | suddenly realize tlsissho my mom sometimes talks about.
The woman who helped her to accept my sexualitytagoin PFLAG and everything. | smile
at her in gratitude and reach to shake her hand.

“Thank you,” | tell her softly. “For.... Well for ptmably more than I realize.”

She looks shocked but smiles and tries not toupatAnything for you Sunshine.”
Sunshine?

Sunshine.

“That feels... familiar,” | tell Daphne as Deb heaudsto take a table’s order. “Sunshine.”

Daphne’s whole face lights up like the Christmaeg tn Times Square. “It was your
nickname senior year. Debbie gave you it! You reinerd’

| shake my head, sad | am disappointing her. “Nusk feels... familiar. Right. It feels
right.”

Daphne nods. “Does the diner feel right?”

| nod a little. It honestly does feel.... Comfortald®/hat would feel right is a stack of
pancakes with strawberry syrup and a side of bacon.

Daphne lets out a squeaking sound in her joy. “TWea your favorite meal here! | had no
idea how you ate it 4 days a week and didn’'t en8Qpounds, but you did!”

“Well at least my taste buds remember,” | quip ahd smiles and punches my arm.

| glance over and that guy Emmett is still standimgye staring at me. | smile. “Why don’t
you sit down and join us?”

“Me? Really?” He looks like | just announced hisneafor a Tony Award or something.

| nod. “Yeah. | mean we were all friends right? Mayou can answer some of my
guestions.”

Emmett literallyskipsover and | can't help but grin. He’s freaking aharg. He smiles at me
and touches my arm lightly. “Ask anything!”

“Who owns the classic Corvette parked outside?”
“Anything else. Ask anything else!” He replies wotlt blinking.
My heart falls. “You don’t know?”

“l....” He looks suddenly uncomfortable. “I know D&asn’t lying. You were the best damn
bus boy this place ever saw. | know you looked smidiot in red. Still do!”



| glance down at the short-sleeved red T shirtviehan over a long sleeve black one. Despite
the compliment, | furrow my brow and Daphne givesriett a hard stare.

“The Corvette belongs to Brian.”

| turn to Debbie as she leans in on the oppodite af the counter.

“Brian.” | repeat.

“Brian Kinney,” Daphne adds and | turn to her.

All three of them stare at me expectantly — withrfand excitement. Like that name should
make my head explode or something.

“Brian Kinney,” | say it and a tingle runs the cearof my spin. | shiver. “I don't....
remember him.”

Deb’s eyes are suddenly sad. So are Daphne’s. Bremae filled with tears.

“How did | know him?” | question. “Because | knovkhow him.”

“You do... | mean you did,” Daphne replies, tryingkiep her voice upbeat. “He was all you
talked about the entire year.”

“Why?”

“Because he’s Brian Kinney,” Deb adds with a snakyle as the bell behind her rings and
she goes to deliver an order. “He’s all most gayshtalk about. GOood or bad.”

“I had a crush?” | offer.
“You had an obsession,” Emmett clarifies.

| can’t help but look horrified. He laughs and paig arm. “It's okay honey. It was reciprocal
whether Brian ever admits it or not. And he won't.”

“Not even now?” Daphne asks, surprised.

“Especially not now!” Emmett leans past me towapbBne. “Honey the name Justin Taylor
is completely off limits. Ted brought it up once evhwe were at Babylon about 6 months ago
and Brian took a swing at him. Can’t stand the pdirn all. Even now.”

“Oh my God,” Daphne looks stunned. “Ted? Briansheet little sweet Ted?!”

Emmett nods his head — he even does that flambgyawtell, he took the swing. Luckily he
was too high and too drunk and he missed. Unlikewith your ball-kicking, Brian isn’'t as
good a shot.”

“Where is he?” | ask interrupting their gossipirena-fest.

“Who?” They ask in unison.



“Brian Kinney,” | feel the tingle again. “His cas butside so where is he? Does he work in
the kitchen or something?”

They both laugh out loud like I'm suddenly a stapdcomic.

“What's got you two peeing your pants and poor Sureslookin’ lost?” Deb wants to know
as she returns. Neither of them can catch theatbreng enough to answer.

“| asked if Brian Kinney was working here.”

Deb laughs too, but stays in control. “Brian Kinngy high powered advertising executive
about to take over the reigns on one of the bigagstgencies in Pittsburgh.”

“So is he here? Or does he just park here?”

Deb’s eyes soften and her smile turns sympatHhitie left. Out the back door.”

| think about that for a second. “Because of... me?”

“Because he’s a fucking spineless coward,” Daphrigally hisses and | stare at her.
“You two aren’t friends | take it?” | smile at her.

“He’s a coward,” she repeats.

Deb drops a double order of waffles, strawberrygywhip cream and a side of bacon in
front of me. | smile gratefully and pick up a fork.

“So who is going to tell me where he works so | iad him?”

| swallow down the first bite and it tastes likefeetion. I've had this meal a billion times at
a billion different restaurants but this time...tdstes better than any other time — that |
remember.

“Cinnamon,” | say in a whisper.

“What was that Sunshine?” Deb asks.

“Cinnamon,” | say slightly louder. “The batter heienamon in it. That’'s why they taste... so
good.”

Deb nods. “Yep and-*

“Real vanilla extract,” | mumble.
“You can taste it?”

“No... l'just... | know.”

“You remember!” Daphne gasps.



“I... sort of... | just know,” | reply and catch hereyThe same way | know that | know
Brian Kinney.”

‘But...”

“I saw him. The other night,” | explain. “Outsidedi&nie Marcus and Lindsay Peterson’s
house.”

They all stare at me with big eyes and open sitemiths.
“I knew the minute | saw him that | knew him. I jidon’t remember how....” | explain.

“I knew Brian would trigger something,” Daphne $ethe excitedly as she takes a bit of the
egg white omelet Deb has put in front of her. Ohslg she knows Daph'’s order as well as
she knows mine. Even after all these years.

“Don’t get your hopes up, Daph,” | warn her. “Natgimay come of this, but | just feel
like... I should see this guy again.”

“If anyone will trigger anything for you it will b8&rian Kinney,” Deb admits softly. “But
your mom may be right Justin. Maybe you’ll be wooskif you remember.”

“Maybe,” | admit because | know she’s right. Remenng someone taking a bat to your
head and all the drama that must have led up t@that, probably will be horrific for me.
“But it's my decision and | would rather remembengthing horrible and deal with it then
live with a hole in my life.”

Daphne nods emphatically. “Let’s finish breakfasd &Il drive you to Vanguard.”

45 minutes later I'm standing on the marble floortbe 25’ floor of a huge high-rise in
midtown Pittsburgh. A cute young receptionist igitay into her headset telling Brian
Kinney's assistant that I'm here to see him.

| regret eating all those pancakes. My stomachppihg slopping violently right now.

The receptionist clicks a button and looks up atwitk a business-like smile. “Cynthia says
Mr. Kinney is in a meeting right now. He has megsimll day. But you're welcome to make
an appointment for sometime next week.”

“Thank you,” | say trying not to get angry. It'stiger fault this Kinney guy is an asshat.
“That won't be necessary.”

| stalk past her desk as fast as | can withoutingirShe stands and calls out a “Mr.
Taylor!” but does nothing else. | glance at the samn the assistants desks outside offices
and pray | chose the right direction.

Finally, near the end of the hall,. | see a nanteplaat says Cynthia and a sandy-haired
woman staring at me in surprise. Next to her isatly groomed, dark haired man in a well-
tailored suit holding a spreadsheet.



“Justin...” The dark haired guy says my name trepadaty, but like he knows me.
“Is he really in a meeting?”

“He’s busy.” Cynthia says and grabs my arm astrt gi@st her desk towards the frosted glass
door with his name etched on it.

| gently but firmly yank my arm free and reach fioe door handle. My breath catches in my
throat as | swing the door open.

He’s sitting behind his desk with a series of dbagrds in his hands.

As our eyes meet, the boards fall from his handisherises to his feet slowly.

My heart races and starts pounding so hard agaypsib cage | think it might crack.
“Justin...” he whispers hoarsely.

| grab the doorframe for support because I'm subjdeght-headed.

“Brian...” | whisper back.

Chapter 8

“Back to me... | know that it comes... Back to me...” (Blkto You by J. Mayer)

| feel like | might throw up and pass out at thensaime.

And Justin looks like | feel.

| come around my desk on wobbly legs, my pulsevisding in my ears and my vision is
blurred around the edges, behind him | see a cedf@ynthia and a concerned Ted standing
outside the door.

| motion at Justin to come in. “Close the door.”

He does as he is told.

We’'re alone now.

Just me and him.

Justin.

Oh god.... Justin.

I've both dreamed of and feared this.

But now that it's here | feel oddly..... relieved.



He is staring at me. His beautiful clear blue eéyested on me. On my face.... And he —
surprisingly — isn’t wearing a blank expression.

“Brian.” He says my name more firmly than the fitiste.

“Justin.”

He smiles.

“I know you.”

Three simple words and my heart suddenly statbe#b again. | swear it hasn’t pumped once
since the attack and now... now | feel it, warm amdrgy in my chest. Three simple words
from his beautiful, perfect lips and my heart is@lagain.

All I can manage is a slight nod.

“l was obsessed with you”

My heart falls silent again. The now familiar cobdis wraps itself around it again. If Justin
truly remembered me... us... he wouldn’t say those wart would never call it an
obsession because we both know it wasn't. It wes.lo

| clear my throat. “Who told you that melodramatrep?”

There’s a dark flicker across his face and themallsgrin. Not the usual Sunshine Smile but
enough to make my heart aches.

“Everyone,” he replies.

“Look, I'm busy,” | say and try not to sound allotdarsh. “| appreciate you stopping by. It
was good to see you again but-*

“I know you,” he repeats. “l saw you outside theatwyer’'s house and | knew even then, in the
dark, that I know you.”

| swallow and remain stone-faced.
HSO?H

“So I've never felt something so strongly in myelif he explains to me. “At least not that |
remember.”

“That’s great and everything but it still doesrftange the fact that | have to work,” I tell him
and step towards the door making sure to keepmiistaetween us when | do. | can’t risk
getting too close to him. I'm fucking scared stafighat he might try to touch me.

| have no idea what will happen if | feel his skim mine.

“Brian...” he cocks his head, his blonde hair rollsaftly into his eyes. “What are you afraid
of?”



Fuck him.

“Getting fired because some ex twink is harassiegmthe office,” | snap and he looks hurt.
| regret it instantly and it makes me even angfievok, I'm glad you sort of remember. Or
feel something or whatever. That's great. But sesiiy | can’t help you.”

“You can,” he insists and reaches for my arm t@ st@ from opening the office door and
ushering him out. | literally jump to avoid his gm

He freezes. | take a long, jagged breath.

“Listen... Brian. I'm walking around with a huge hotemy head. An empty space. | want
my memories back. | know... somehow | know you cap hee.”

“Not now,” | say quietly. “Not here.”

“Name the time and place.”

That's my Justin, always willing to follow me anyere.

“Woody'’s,” | say and he looks confused. “It's a lmar Liberty. Tonight at 7. Got it?”
“See you then,” he says happily, like he’s won sdine of victory.

| watch him leave and close my door. | lean my Weapainst it and press my eyelids shut,
willing the ache in my chest to fuck off already.

| need a drink.

| need lots of drinks.

There’s a knock. Of course there is a fucking knock

“Theodore, go back to accounting and crunch sonnebeus or | will crunch your head.”
“Brian.... You really should talk about..”

“Theodore, kindly — fuck off.”

Silence.

He left. Thankfully.

| slide down the door until I'm sitting on the floand put my elbows on my bent knees and
slide my hands through my hair.

My fingers are trembling and my heart is still haermg. | wanted to touched him so badly. |
wanted to run my hands over his skin and presspsytd his neck and slide my tongue into
his mouth and tangle my fingers in his hair and...



| wanted to hold him. Hold him and never let go.

Fuck Jennifer. Fuck my promises. Fuck it all.

He knows me.

He knows he knows me.

It could end up being nothing. It might change &losdy fucking nothing.

But maybe.....

My breath catches in my throat.

Maybe it means something...Maybe this is the begmoinJustin remembering.
Maybe.

At least | still had hope. But now | need a scdtzigo with it.

Chapter 9

“Something about you... It's just the way you move. (Back to You by J. Mayer)

I’'m so nervous about this meeting that | stop sitose near my hotel and grab a pack of
smokes. | haven't had a cigarette since the year tife accident, but I'm desperate to find
something that will calm my nerves.

After that awkward and intense reunion with Briaintey, | went back to the hotel and called
my mother. The minute | mentioned his name sheestdo cry. And it wasn’t her typical
nervous or sad crying... it was full-on sobs of f&fhen | could finally calm her down
enough to be able to understand her she explamez tthat she never ever wanted me to see
Brian Kinney again.

“Why?” I'd asked her as | stared out my hotel ro@mdow at the bustling traffic below. “I
mean he was... well shocked to see me, | guess. Aythena little....abrupt. But he was..... I
got a really great feeling about him.”

“Of course you do,” she snapped at me. “Brian Kjnoan do no wrong in your head.”

“How involved was | with this guy?” | want to knowrying hard to ignore her angry tone.
“What do you think?” She asks instead of answering.

| pause and take a deep breath. “I have no ideay.ino

“Then maybe he didn’t mean that much to you afiér she says softly.

“Why are you so against me trying to remember?”



“Justin... | worked very hard to make sure you hathance to have a good life... despite it
all.” She tells me quietly but firmly. “That’s dllever wanted. For you to be able to get past
this. To move on to something bigger and better.”

“I love my life in New York Mom,” | repeat honestlyBut how can it be bigger or better
when | don’t even know what it's supposed to béngprovement on?”

She remained silent for a long time after thakedrd nothing but her breathing for about a
minute and then as | was going to open my mousiayosomething else she stared to speak.

“You dated Brian Kinney for most of your senior yeéou thought you were in love with
him. I thought he was too old for you and that leswsing you. But you wouldn’t walk away
from him no matter what he said or did,” she paas®ktakes an audible breath as my head
races to absorb this outburst of information.

“In the end, | think he really did care about yMaybe not as much as you cared about him,
but as much as he was capable of caring about arfybhat comment makes me furrow my
brow in confusion. For a minute there she couldehaeen describing Aiden and me. | care
about Aiden as much as | can, but not as much aares about me.

“What made you change your mind... on his feelinggatmls me?” | prompt.

“Because when it became clear that you were gairige: through this but you weren’t going
to remember, he stood by my decision to get yowbtliere. To give you a chance at finding
happiness and not living in the constant shadowtl@dt once was and would never be again.”

Now on the street outside of Woody's | lean agaanisght post and take a long drag on my
smoke as her words tumble around inside my head bt to absorb after so many years of
silence.

| flip the cigarette into a puddle and glance upaB Kinney is getting out of his Vette across
the street. He glances up at me and freezes.

Automatically | start to raise my hand to waive @hen | stop. My body physically will not
do it and my legs will not walk toward him. I'm stuin this spot, in this position.

| know.... Inherently....somehow... | need to stay exaathere | am.

As he starts towards me, | blink rapidly. When tesstanding beside the corvette he was
wearing a charcoal gray long sleeve shirt but newwewalks slowly towards me he’s
wearing a T black shirt. How can that be?! | kekpking and with each refocus he switches
from the charcoal to the black and back again.

Something isn’t right in my brain..... But it doeshtirt. | stay clam because it doesn’t hurt.
No headache. No pain. It's okay. I'll be..... fucklbeks so beautiful.

He’s a god. The most beautiful thing | have evens&his isn't some kind of new revelation
this feels like... déja vu.

He’s standing in front of me now and | can see imgthut his perfect face. My vision around
him swims.



“Where you headed?” he says in a low, deep tordéffeyent from the voice he had in the
office earlier today.

| don’t even think about an answer my lips justtdtaform familiar words. “No place
special.”

His eyes widen ever so slightly at that and | knsvbecause he’s heard this before. Because
| know I've said it before.

“l...” he swallows. “I can change that.”

We stare at each other frozen like this — somewinetfee middle of the past and the present —
for minutes.

“You... I've met you here. Like this. Before.” Theside of my mouth feels like it's made of
cardboard. My arms and legs feel like they are nuddiead.

“Exactly like this,” he says in a forced, hoarsesper. “Only down the block. In front of
Babylon.”

For some reason | am compelled to reach out arahtoim. My hand barely brushes his
when he jerks backward stepping off the curb apd.saneed a fucking drink.”

| struggle to keep up with him as he storms actiesstreet, almost getting hit by a passing
car, and walks right into Woody's.

He doesn’t stop until he’s directly in front of thartender.

| follow but my pace slows as | inhale and the faaniscent of wood, pool chalk and stale
beer overpowers my senses. | see a flash of mdistahy the pool table, my face inches
from Brian’s and then my head starts to pounds.

| rub my temples.

“You okay?” he asks from the bar and I nod.

| lift my head and open my eyes and see BrianHini$ a short tumbler of scotch. He lets the
glass hit the bar with a hard thud and motiongHerbartender to refill it. | slip onto the stool
beside him and order my own.

“You don't like scotch,” Brian tells me quietly.

“I know. But it's not about what | like right now/J’explain. “It's about what will get me
drunk quickest.”

| take the glass from the bartender and gulp baokathful of the brown liquid. It burns a
trail down my throat, which, thankfully, takes awlagm the pain in my head.

Brian finishes his second and orders more for bbils.



“So you remembered?”

| nod and then shake my head.

“Sort of. | knew that you’d said that to me befaral that | had said what | said.... But | don't
know why or when or where. | just knew... but | dordtnember,” | sigh and he echoes the
sound a second later. I'm frustrating both of us.

| finish the last of my scotch and watch the baterrefill my glass. | glance at Brian
sideways. He’s leaning on the bar next to the dteside me. | let my eyes run from his face
down his back to his ass. He’s fucking gorgeousat/e hell did he want with a skinny
awkward teenager like me?

“You were wearing a black shirt that night,” | wpes and he turns to me. Our eyes lock.

“l was?”

“I think so.” | tell him. “I mean | think I... for @econd outside... | could see you in it.”

“So youare remembering,” his voice lifts ever so slightly.

“l guess. I mean... fuck | just wish it was clearer.”

“Give it time Sunshine,” he tells me softly. “Youst got here.”

When Debbie said that name it felt right. When Bisays it, it feels right and special.

“Yeah but I'm supposed to go back to New York or&y,” | explain. “After the trial.”

“Oh,” the lift has left his voice. He downs hismkiagain.

“I might extend my stay... | mean | want to. EspdyidlI’'m going to have more flashes and
more... | just have to-*

“No,” he cuts me off. “You should go back. You havd’'m sure you have people who miss
you.”

“I miss me,” | mutter.

| take another swig of scotch and look over to timth staring at me.

“What?”

“You look....” He stops and swallows back the congentthis glass. “You look sad.”
“I'm not,” | reply and run a hand through my hdifm just frustrated.”

He laughs. | don’t know why but he does. | starkiat and he stops instantly.

“Sorry,” he apologizes and his murky green eyetdtuiaway from mine. “I was just thinking
of what | do when I'm frustrated.”



“And what is that?”

“Fuck.”

| laugh. He laughs again too.

The bartender refills our drinks.

It's almost 9pm when | stumble into the bathroonpée. The pain in my head has been
halted by the alcohol but so has my ability to walgtraight line, speak without slurring my

words and not pee every 10 minutes.

But.... | also feel better than | have in years. &etihan | knew | could feel. | feel.... At
peace. And that can't just be the Johnny Walker. Red

| unzip my fly and pull out my cock as the door np@and Brian saunters in. He stops, his
eyes, which have gotten greener and greener wétyealrink, slip directly downward — to my
exposed cock.

| feel a rush of blood to my cheeks and | fluttemy gut.

“Sorry. I'll wait till you're done,” he starts todzk out of the bathroom.

“Why?” | laugh at his sudden uncomfortable nes$éefe’s a free urinal right next to me and
| think that | may have seen your dick before, fijh

He smirks. It's mesmerizing.

“Maybe one or two... hundred times,” he quips andtaely makes his way to the urinal
beside me.

| can’t help but watch as he pulls his cock lose.gHyly angles his torso away from me.

“Is this how you get so many guys to let you fulekrh,” | ask with a suppressed chuckle.
“You play shy and hard to get?”

“No,” he says with a smile. “But you're... differeht.

| finished up and try to tuck my cock back in mydenvear but it's not easy because it's half
hard.

Brian Kinney is making me hard.
This is not good. Even though it feels good.

“Why am | different,” | ask, enjoying his uneasisesnever thought | could make someone
this hot uneasy with my very presence.



“Because.” He finishes peeing and starts to pupregty cock away as he turns to me.
“Which of Debbie Novotny’s Lost Boys told you | wasmanwhore? Or was it the drag queen
herself?”

“None of them,” | smile and shrug. “Nobody walks 10 some random guy standing in front
of a night club and tells them they can take themesplace special if they aren’t a bit of a
egotistic slut.”

He laughs out loud at that. So hard he has todeahe wall by the sinks.

“And to take some teenager you meet on a streaecdack to you apartment,” | giggle
along with him. “Total slut!”

He stops laughing so abruptly it stuns me. My ggdtickle to a halt as | catch the look of
horror on his face.

“You remembered.”
“What?” | suddenly wish | was sober.

“Did someone tell you | took you back to my plahattnight? On the street corner?” he asks
and stands up straighter, towering over me atiliiéight. “Because | did.”

“No,” | whisper feeling slightly dizzy. “No one tdime.”

“You remembered,” he starts to smile.

A small pounding starts in the back of my head. [Blma painful.

“Justin... you remembered.”

| nod. The pounding continues. | close my eyesth@rinside of my lids | see him... Brian
Kinney. Naked. Damp. His arms outstretched. Bus séanding in the middle of a loft... it

looks somewhat similar to my loft.

“You're naked,” | whisper and the pounding gets stol raise my hands to rub my temples.
“And wet.”

“l was. Justin...”

“Are you coming or going?” | say as | see his préifis form the words behind my eyes like
I’'m watching a movie. “Or coming then going?”

“Or coming and staying?” | hear him say with medsefthe throbbing becomes too intense
and | buckle with the pain.

He touches me. Wraps his arms around me and pel® tis chest. The pain triples but then,
as suddenly as it started, it's gone and replagelwarmth that washes over my body.

| inhale sharply and his scent fills me. He smigtls sandalwood and leather and.... Home.



Breathing him in makes me want to cry with reliaflench my teeth and will the tears to stay
away. | don’t want to embarrass myself

“Easy Sunshine,” he whispers and grips me tight€okay?”

| tilted my head upward. My lips brush his Adamppke and | feel him shiver. “I think so.”
He stares down at me, his eyes dark. | wrap mg @amound his waist.

He dips his head slightly lower. We're inches apart

“I saw you... naked and dripping wet.... Was that... tthat happen?” | ask as my fingers
grip at the fabric covering his back.

“Mmm... same night as the streetlight conversatidr,whispers. | feel his fingers tickle the
hairs on the back of my neck.

“I could see you but you were... in my apartment ewNYork,” | explain. “Well... or maybe
not but.. it was a loft that looked like mine.”

“You own a loft?” Brian asks as my lips graze hexkagain. I'm doing it on purpose and it's
killing both of us, I'm sure. | feel my cock stant ache for release and | can feel his hard
against my hip.

“Yeah. In Brooklyn. | live there with...” | swallowral a brief but fierce feeling of guilt hits
me.

He steps away from me. | almost moan in protest.
“It's getting late,” he says firmly a pained look bis face. “We should call it a night.”

He leaves the bathroom and | follow him to thewhere we settle our tab. He throws it all
on his gold card without even consulting me.

Once we're outside he turns to me. “Let’s get yamal.”
“You need one too,” | remind him. “You shouldn’tiz.”

“l won’t.” He assures me. His tone is light andatdted and | long for the connection in the
bathroom to come back.

“We could share one.”
“We’'re going in different directions,” he informsan

He steps to the curb and waves down a cab. He iedhs window and asks the cabby to
take me to my hotel. I grab his hand and he bsstle

“Brian...” | say softly trying to coax him into takgndown the wall he’s thrown up. “I don’t
want to leave you yet.”



“It's late.”

“So what?”

“Justin...” he sighs. “I want to go home.”

“So let me go with you.”

He catches my eye. “If you come with me.... You whkeat on your boyfriend.”
“How the fuck do you know | have a boyfriend?”

“Because you always wanted one,” he replies inieevtiinged with melancholy. “And you
always got what you wanted.”

“Tonight | want you.”

He smiles at that but shakes his head. “You want yeemories. And | don’t want you
to fuck me only because you think it might get yoat.”

He opens the cab’s back door and gently shovessigel. Before | can open my mouth to
protest the door’s been closed and the cabbietaesd down the street.

| watch him in my rearview mirror until | can’t séém anymore.
The cell phone in my pocket rings and | see Aiderasie and my heart drops and | silently

thank Brian for stopping me from getting carriecegw

Chapter 10

“I tired to forget you... | tried to stay away... Btisitoo late.” (Back to You by J. Mayer)

As | walk in the door of the darkened loft | thromy briefcase in the general direction of the
kitchen. It makes a hard, loud smack as it hitSltee.

| storm straight to the booze sitting on the st&snlsteel cart by the windows and grab the
bottle of Crown Royal, not bothering with a glaasd head into the bedroom.

| pull off my jacket and drop it on the bed. It tEnright next to the gray silk Kenneth Cole tie
| tried to tie 4 times this morning before | cursddt, ripped it from my neck and dropped
there on the unmade bed.

| undo my charcoal Armani pants and kick them froybody as | take a giant swig from the
bottle of Rye.

All 've thought about for the last 2 days is Jasthnd drinking. Because the only time I'm
not thinking about Justin is when I'm drinking.



Actually, that’s a lie. I still think about Justwhen I'm drinking — it just doesn’t hurt as
much.

| pull off my socks and take another swig from bmttle before making my way back through
the living room. In the kitchen | start to load iwgbes into a tall, crystal drinking glass before
pouring the Crown into it.

| haven’t seen him in 48 hours. He’s been busy wightrial and I've been busy trying to
ignore his existence. And everyone else’s. Micheh, Lindsay, Ted — even fucking Mel —
have tried to call me and see how I'm doing. | gusisstin mentioned, in passing, that we'd
gone for drinks.

That just proves that little Sunshine has no meesonihatsoever. If he remembered anything
about our friends he’d know that saying anythinguahus — him and I — would start a fucking
shitstorm. Nosy fuckers.

The only call | returned was Mel’'s because | waritekinow about the trial and if she needed
me. She said that opening arguments went wellinJsat quietly in the back of the room.
Chris Hobbs had noticed him right away but hadpjiraached him or anything. And no, she
didn’t need me to testify. Yet.

So | hung up on her as soon as she started witlBtien... how did it go with Justin the
other night?”

| throw myself down on the couch and flip on the fligping through the channels aimlessly
until 1 find a Mad Men marathon on AMC. | love tHiscking show... not that I'd ever admit
it to anyone.

I’'m halfway through the bottle of Crown when | h@ay name. Being yelled. Outside.
What. The. Fuck?!

| stand and walk over to the window and there h&tanding on the sidewalk in the pouring
rain. Yelling.

My heart races.

“Brian fucking Kinney!”

| pull open the window and stick my head out, feglihe raindrops hit me right away.
“What the fuck are you doing?!”

“Let me in!”

“Go home!”

“I am home aren’t I?” he yells back. “I mean yotiee live with you right?”

“Until you fucked up and | was robbed.” | call back



“Let me in Brian!” he shouts and | can see him shivg in the rain from up here. “Please!”
“Fine! Just shut the fuck up!” | yell and head be televator leaving my front door wide open.

When | get downstairs he’s huddled by the dooudhpit open and he rushes in, soaking wet
from head to toe. He’s shivering uncontrollably.

“Well you may be older but you aren’t wiser,” lltelm angrily. “This is the kind of shit
you’d have pulled when you were 17.”

“Whatever,” he dismisses me and heads straighth#oelevator stepping in without even
looking at me. “Nice outfit. If that’'s how adultsesbs I'll stay young, thanks.”

| glance down and realize I'm wearing only my bldaker briefs and my unbuttoned Armani
dress shirt. Oops.

| join him in the elevator with a small shrug.

“What floor?” he asks and my heart aches a littleish he knew.

| don’t answer | just hit the button and pull dotive gate and the elevator chugs upward.
Justin stares at me quietly, his eyelashes drippittyraindrops. | step closer and place my
hand gently on the side of his face and use my thpaa to wipe away the drops. He closes
his eyes and steps closer to me so now our torsds@ching.

“Why did you come here?” | whisper.

He reaches out and touches my hips, under myjghktrabove the waistband to my
underwear.

His skin on mine..... it's..... making my heart hamnigs. making my blood race. It's
making my dick hard. And there’s no way to hide ahit.

“I needed to see you,” he confesses. “I haven’hs@el in days.”
“So?” | remind him my voice suddenly strained. “Iimot the reason you came here.”

“We both know that’s not true,” he whispers badk, read tipped downward as he watches
the bulge in my underwear twitch and expand.

| watch his hair drop rainwater onto the elevalooif between us.
His fingers start to move up my sides and then et again. | shiver.
“You came back to put Hobbs in jail,” | barely mgedo finish the sentence.

“I came back to find out why no matter what | do.r. how much | move forward...
something in my heart keeps pulling me back,” hglars.



He raises his head now. Our eyes meet as the etestaps on my floor.
| pull away from him and start back toward my wingen apartment.

| glance behind me to see him smirking as he stépgshe hallway. | raise my eyebrow at
him.

“Lindsay Peterson says you kicked me out for legwtire door unlocked. But now you leave
it wide open?!”

“It's my apartment,” | rationalize irrationally. ‘Wat.”

His smirk grows as he steps inside. And then hagitiell blue eyes grow wide.
“What?”

“It looks....” He smiles a little. “Like mine.”

| lean against the kitchen island for support and to face him. “How?”

“Well it's a loft,” he says quietly. “And | have @uch really similar to that one. And a
painting of a naked guy. But mine’s better looking.

| can’t help but laugh at that.. He smiles. | mottowards the door. “Shut the door.”

He shrugs out of his soaking wet jean jacket anklesis way to the door. He grabs it and
pulls it closed. And then | see his shoulders temgkhis body go rigid.

He opens it again, Then he closes it again.
“Justin..?” I'm suddenly terrified.

He’s facing the door, his hand still clutching thendle so tightly his knuckles are white. His
forehead against the metal.

| say his name again.

He whispers something | can’t decipher. | walk &irely toward him. He’s still whispering.
“Justin.”

I’'m directly behind him now. | can see his bodgleking lightly.

“Justin what is it?” | say louder and touch his slder lightly.

He turns abruptly and grabs my shirt pulling mergowhole body is suddenly flush with his.

| flinch, but it's not from the damp cold of hisothing. It's from the contact. From the sudden

feel of his body — the body I've longed for yeaealyear — against mine.

“Are you coming or going?” he asks me, only | knb&/s not actually asking me. “Or
coming then going?”



He fucking remembers!

His hands let go of my open shirt, sliding under fdbric. His fingers graze my ribs before
sliding over my abdomen.

“Or coming and staying?” he finishes and his brawdws and he winces.
I’'m rock fucking hard.

“The first night,” | tell him softly and | reach dand hold his head, rubbing his temples with
the pads of my thumbs. “I asked you that the firght | brought you here.”

“Coming and staying,” he repeats in a strained tbigeteeth clenched together. “That’'s what
| did.”

He’s in pain.
“Justin... are you okay?”

He hands slide lower his fingers curl into the w@asd of my underwear. He's inches away
from the tip of my cock, which is also grazing mgistband.

“You fucked me.”

| nod.

“And | loved it.”

He looks down at my throbbing cock, barely conagale

“You still want to fuck me.”

| nod. It's the only thing | can do. My body is fren in fear and anticipation.

He tilts his head upward and suddenly his lipscareny neck and he’s sucking on the skin
and | think I might actually fucking cum any second

I've missed him so much. So fucking much.

“I want you to fuck me,” his hot breath rolls acsany chest.

“No...” I croak out in a not at all believable protes

My body instinctually pushes into him and his bacgsses into the metal door behind him. It
rattles a little at the disturbance. This makesidusoan a little for some reason | don't
understand. He suddenly moves his hands and blefeatéize what he’s doing he’s pulled my

underwear half way down my legs and he’s got a henaghped around my cock.

| groan. It's loud and guttural and completely umtcollable.



My hands slam into the door on either side of leadhso | can support myself if my knees
buckle, which they are threatening to do.

He’s staring down at his hand. At my dick. At thre pum glistening on it.

“You're so fucking beautiful,” he tells me and flyamoves his eyes to my face. “I want you
so badly.”

“You don'’t,” | argue and | know | should pull hishd off me. | just can’t. “You want your
memories...”

“I want you,” he repeats and rocks up slightly teskmy jawbone. “I know it's wrong. |
just... you're all | think about.”

He starts to pump my cock. My eyes snap shut antiead tilts back and | whimper.
| actually fucking whimper.

“You have a boyfriend,” | hate myself for remindihgn.

“I know,” he responds. “but | need this. | need ybbuways I've never needed him.”

| force my eyes to open. His blue ones are inkydar#t and staring up at me with such
longing and such.... Love?!

He still fucking loves me.
But how?
| slap his hand away from my cock and he lookdlsthr

“This is wrong.” | say but | let him grab my facedapull it down and press his lips to mine
anyway.

Kissing Justin is the most amazing thing on thenpt. Better than any drink or drug. Better
than blow jobs. Better than sex. Unless it's seth\dustin.

I've known that from the first moment it happenadhis very apartment when he was a 17
year-old virgin and | was a sexual Olympian. Aneelcraved his kiss — longed for it — for so
long that now that it's here... now that he’s putlips against mine again... wrong or not |
can't pull away.

| press my body into him and push my tongue grgdmitween his lips.

He moans in response and his hand goes back anoyicdck and what'’s right or wrong
doesn’t matter anymore.

All that matters is this. His lips. His hands. ltisgue.

“Fuck me,” he pleads.



“Okay.”
Chapter 11

“Doesn’t it scare you... Your will is not as stron@As it used to be...” (Back to You by J.
Mayer)

His sheets are dark cool and supple. Egyptian eottm guessing. They feel soothing and
oddly comforting against my bare skin.

I’'m on my back, naked, still damp from the rairgrstg up at him - this god-like human being
who | can’t stay away from. | can’t stop thinkinigaat and | can help wanting.

Needing.

He’s straddling me, his legs over my thighs, and haked too. And his cock is rock had
pushing skyward. It's even more beautiful thannheenbered from those few seconds in the
bathroom of Woody’s.

His hazel eyes are dark and he’s looking at me avithixture of caution and lust. “You
okay?”

“Stop asking me that,” | demand.

| reach out and grab his wrists and tug them. Hard.

He bends forward and | reach up and kiss his H@gss so fucking intoxicating. | can’t keep

my tongue out of his mouth. It's like he’s madenfrpure oxygen and | haven’t taken a breath

in years.

He slides his body down even with mine and grimis me. It's possessive. It's animalistic.
And it's completely instinctual.

He’s done this before. And my body responds likemembers even if | don't.

| grab at his hair, tugging slightly and grindingcix up into him. Our cocks rub and bump
each other.

“I need this,” | pant in his ear and nip the loleeause | know - | don’t know how but | know
— it makes him crazy.

He groans.

| pull my legs apart and let his body slip betwésem.

Then | reach for his balls and roll him gently iy hrand.

His full lips part as his mouth hangs open andohésath comes out in a grunt.

“Justin...” he manages to get out.



| start to suck on his earlobe again to try ang &iion from changing his mind or asking me if
I’'m okay for the hundredth time.

He slaps my hand away from his balls but he allmeso keep sucking on his earlobe. He
kisses my collarbone and | feel his hand slide dbetmveen my legs.

Then his finger grazes my hole and | tense slightly

He tenses in return.

“It's okay...” | tell him and move my ass downward want it. | want you.”

His finger pushes into me. And | force myself ttakeand his lips crash down on mine and
then | feel him hit my prostate and | moan intoriguth. | buck up into him as he slides his

finger in and out of me in a teasing rhythm.

| reach around and slide my hand toward his asst&antito reciprocate. He arches his back as
my finger slides in and he hisses a little.

We finger each other until neither of us can takeymore.

“Condom,” he whispers close to my ear.

Without thinking twice | reach up and back with teft hand and grab a condom off the
silver bowl sitting on the glass and chrome nigtie $able. | didn’t notice the bowl there
earlier but I know its there.

| know.

He takes it from my hand and tears it open withtéeth. My head starts to pound lightly as
images of him — this beautiful human — doing thiaat same thing in this exact same
position. Above me. Smiling slightly with lust and.Love?

Is that love in his eyes?

Was there ever love in him — for me?

From what I've learned in the last 4 days in Piitgjn, the answer to that really depends on
who you ask. Deb Novotny says he loved me more liedoved anything in his life. Mel
says he loved to fuck me but he loved to fuck angtk and everything.

But right now, as he slides the condom over higtypeock, | don’t care who is right. | just
want him inside me.. because | feel like.... It's wehEbelong. Attached to him in body and
spirit.

He gently takes my legs and places them on hisldéisu

| stare up at him expectantly.

“Just...” | swallow. “Take it easy.”



“Like the first time,” he whispers hoarsely.

A vision takes over my sight again. His hair igktly shorter. He looks younger... but just as
wanton. He’s fucked me before. Like this.

And he’s the only one who has.
“Like that,” | say and let my hands glide over bieest.

He moves and grabs a small tube from beside thahadhen | feel cool lube at my opening.
| try not to wince.

He smiles at that.
I’'m nervous but not at all panicked the way I'veehesvery time Aiden tries this. With Brian
it feels right. It feels safe. It feels like thissexactly where | am supposed to be and what I'm

supposed to be doing.

And then he’s hovering over me. My vision keep3/plg tricks on me. | keep seeing this
happening only.... From before. From years ago. Ubtless lights and shadows and...

And then he slides into me slowly. Tenderly.
| clench, then sigh and relax.
“I've missed this so fucking much,” Brian says $p#nd his voice cracks slightly.

| closed my eyes and grasp the sheets. After asé&monds the burning sensation goes away
and | buck up to meet his slow, calculated thrusts.

He captures my lips again and our rhythm intensifieeach for my cock between us and
start pumping.

My eyes flutter open long enough to see his fabes-beautiful face — and his eyes are closed
and his lips are open and he’s sort of smiling....

| rub my cock harder and my balls start to tingle.
“l want to stay inside you forever...” he moans altmasaudibly.

And | see him mumbling this.. just as lost in lustometime before... to me... here... and my
head starts to pound again.

He pumps harder and he starts to groan — it cornesdeep in his throat and rumbles up and
then he says something... something | know he’s gtmreay even before the words leave his
lips.

“I love you.”

And | moan at the pain in my head and the pleasungy groin and...



| come as he comes. And the noise that escapes due iin equal parts to the sexual release
and the feeling that my head is being ripped in.two

And then everything goes black.
Chapter 12

"Should have smiled in that picture... If it's théast that I'll see of you..." (Back to You - J.
Mayer)

“Justin!” | wail for the 14" time.

| should call 911. | should move. To the phonehia dther room. To my cell in the kitchen. |
should DO SOMETHING.

But | don’t want to leave him.

| can’t leave him.

And | don’t want to move him incase | make it worse

“JUSTIN!

His eyelashes flutter.

| slap his cheek lightly as | cradle him in my arrfiastin! Can you hear me?”
More fluttering and then.... He’s staring at me.

“Brian.”

Relief rips through me so fast and strong thaiaat pass out myself. | have to fight to stay
conscious — and to keep from bursting into tears.

“Thank God. Oh thank fucking God!” I hug him to raed after a second he starts slapping at
my back.

“Bri! | can’t breathe!”
| let him go and he falls back onto the bed andtaee at each other.
“What happened?” he wants to know.

“How the fuck do I know?” | snap at him and stahdlaly, finally removing the used
condom from my softened dick and dropping it arygrito the trash by my bed.

“Did | faint?”
“I think so.” I run a hand through my hair. “FuckitChrist Justin! You had me terrified.”

“I'm okay,” he assures me and then slowly startsrtole. “I'm better than okay.”



He glances down happily at the cum that is smeaneuis torso. | glare at him.
“I am never fucking you again.” | proclaim.

“What?” He lurches forward so he’s sitting up nd¥Wou're kidding right.”

“No | am not fucking kidding,” | shoot back hotlya storm into the bathroom.

| turn on the shower and wait impatiently for itheat up. | lean against the marble counter
because I'm still shaking and | think my knees migjkre out.

He’s in the doorway a second later.

“But | remembered.”

| lock eyes with him.

“Brian... | remembeél’ he says in a soft urgent tone a grin pulinggmstty lips upward.
“What?”

He nods excitedly. “I lied to my mother. Said | v&taying at Daphne’s. But | spent the better
part of the night roaming Liberty. And then justevhl was about to give up you found me.
By the street light.”

| let my mouth hang open but say nothing. | camt.l. speechless.

“You took me here,” he continues on, his words igTise and strong because he’s certain.
He knows it’s a fact because he remembers. “Yowe werda high and you got all naked and
stuff and you poured water on your head and | wasied. But | knew you were the most
incredible thing | had ever seen and probably thstrheautiful guy | ever would, so | had to
let you. | had to have you be my first.”

| swallow even though there is absolutely no salivany mouth. | watch in awe as he makes
his way across the small bathroom space towards me.

He stops directly in front of me and cocks his hiathe side and smiles. Grins. And his
nickname is finally well earned again.

“It hurt like hell at first — just like this timeuz | haven’t bottomed since you — but then it felt
so good and so right and fuck you were so hotpdueses and his eyes grow large. “And you
had a kid! That night! Gus! | named him. How comedsay didn’t have him when | was at
their place?”

“He was with Deb,” | manage to sputter out. “Mekhaakid now too. A little girl. With
Michael.”

“Mikey....” He laughs a little under his breath. “M&s so jealous that night! Remember he
tried to kill us in the jeep. Oh fuck... you... “



Suddenly his face clouds over and | grab his sheva]dscared he’s going to black out again
and hit the tile.

He reaches toward me and touches the side of neydiad our eyes lock again. “You owned a
jeep.”

| nod.

“And we danced...”

My brows cinch together. Does he remember.... Evergti

“I dream about you,” he whispers and leans in andhes our lips together lightly for a
second. “Brian | dream of you and me. And the jaeg... dancing.... To this old crooner
song. In a concrete space like a warehouse or a...”

“Parking garage,” | don’t even recognize the vdita&t’s coming out. It's strained and coarse.
“Parking garage?”

| nod weakly... guiltily.

“Chris Hobbs hit you with the bat in the parkinga@ge of the hotel where your Prom was
being held,” I tell him fighting to keep my voicagsive and even, “I had brought you down
there... and | was leaving when... he came out of nosvhe

| can feel my bottom lip start to shake and | warigdit off if | could.

Justin steps closer and wraps his arms around thb@ds me close. | bury my face in his
neck and inhale his scent until my lungs feel tikey may burst.

“I don’t remember it,” he confesses kissing my ddeulightly. “But | remember you. |
remember chasing you like a stalker my senior year.

| chuckle lightly at that. “You were determined.”

“And you gave in,” he counters with his own chucKEvery time.”
“I felt bad not rewarding you for your efforts,’shy simply.
“Please,” he scoffs with a smirk. “You loved thésation.”

“Twat,” is all | can manage.

He pulls back and grabs my hand and guides meetshtbwer, opening the door and stepping
in. I let him drag me with him.

We kiss lazily as the warm, welcoming water powsraus.

| run a hand through his wet hair and kiss hishesal. “How are you feeling?”



“Have a headache,” he admits kissing my collarbtBet | feel better than | have in years.”
| feel another wave of relief at that.

He takes the soap and begins to wash my back ldiycqand | realize that | also feel better
than | have in years. He’s here. With me. He rem@msime and he wants to be with me.

He steps closer and | feel his wet bare skin agaiydack and something poking at the back
of my thigh and I smile.

“We shouldn’t,” | say but | can’t help but smileN6t in here. Not after how you reacted last
time.”

“I promise | won't faint,” he assured me and | d¢ear the grin in the little twat’s voice
without turning around to see it on his face. “Ahgou let me top you then I'll just collapse
onto your back anyway. That’s safe enough.”

| laugh at that but he pushes into me anyway dadllhis cock slip between my soapy
cheeks. I arch my back to get away from him.

“That’s not going to help you remember,” | warn hithnever let you do that.”

“Then maybe it's time to make new memories...” higadth is warm against the back of my
ear and his finger slips inside me and | hate niysepushing back to meet it.

“Justin?!”

The voice is muffled but even through the poundifithe shower water and the cavernous
echo of my loft | recognize it instantly.

So does he.
“Fuck! That's my mom!”

The next 20 seconds is a clumsy race to get adileodhower and cover as much of ourselves
as possible. It's a race we ultimately lose.

Before either of us has a towel secured aroundvaists Jennifer Taylor is standing in the
bathroom doorway, eyes wide, mouth agape, hanbestc

Justin uses the towel to cover himself awkwardkigh, roll my eyes and stand there naked.
“Brian,” she says her voice full of bitterness.

“Jennifer.”

“You promised.” She hisses her voice shaking. “aid you’'d stay away from him!”

Justin steps toward her. “Mom. He didn’t do anyghwwrong!”



Jennifer shakes her head and storms back throegdbetiroom. Justin stumbles after her
stopping briefly to throw back on his underwear padts and grab his shirt.

| finally tie the towel around my waist and slowbtlow. | have no idea why | don't just
finish my shower. | have nothing | can add to taimily moment — nothing good at least.

But for some reason | follow anyway.

“Brian is once again taking advantage of you,” Jimrtells her son.

| watch Justin roll his eyes and sigh. “He’s noé iever was.”

“Is that what he tells you?” she sneers and itspietaly unattractive on her.

“That’'s what | know, mom,” Justin replies firmlyl temember.”

“You....” Her voice trails off.

Justin nods. Her eyes move to mine. | nod.

“How much?”

“A lot.”

“The attack?”

He shakes his head. “Not yet. But maybe soon.”

She sighs and | have no idea if it's in relief @aghpointment. She’s scared — just like she
always has been — that remembering the attaclowilbo much for him. | was too, but not

now. Now | think Justin can handle anything. Juatid | can handle anything — together.

“What about New York?” Jennifer asks suddenly. ‘y@m remember New York? And your
life there?”

Justin glances at me confused and then back atdtiser. “Yeah.”

“And Aiden. Do you remember your boyfriend JustisPe wants to know. “The man you
live with?”

Ouch. That hurts.

Justin nods hesitantly.

“Because he’s in your hotel room right now.”
“What?” | say before Justin can get the same waitd 0

Jennifer ignores me completely and keeps her gareoson. “He says you haven't called in
almost 2 days. And he was so beside himself witiryMoagreed to come here with him.”



Justin’s shoulders sag slightly. “Aiden is here?”
Jennifer nods.

He turns towards me and | turn my back on him aatkwoward the windows — and the
booze cart.

| wave my hand in the air. “See ya.”

“Brian.”

“Go,” | command with no emotion in my voice. “Yohoyfriend awaits.”

“But-*

“No buts,” l insist. “I'll see ya around.”

“You'll see me around?!” He sounds hurt. But I'mdiwith that. Because I'm hurt.

We stare at each other for a moment and then hikenopens the loft door and | see a wave
of something run through him briefly before helddals her out and slams it shut.

| sigh and grab a new bottle of Crown.

| know | have to get at least half drunk in ordet to think about Justin alone in a hotel room
with his boyfriend.

Now he’s got memories. Our memories. New and old.
Will it be enough?
Chapter 13
“Over you... I'm never over you...” (Back to You byayer)

He’s staring at me. That is until | look up andrthe averts his eyes, focusing on the poached
eggs and toast in front of him.

| sigh.
“Sorry.”
“For what?” | ask.

“I don’t know,” he admits, still not looking up. ‘8 whatever | did that has you like this...
I’'m sorry.”

| quiver of guilt runs through me.

“Aiden...” | run a hand through my hair before reaxthover and touching his hand across
the booth. “You haven’t done anything. I'm just.. vivag a hard time.”



He finally lifts his eyes to mine and they're saftd caring and he’s put up with so fucking
much bullshit from me... I am a fucking horrible humaeing for cheating on him. And even
worse for not being able to tell him.

“I don’t know what you must be going through,” henats softly and he curls his fingers
around mine. “But | need you to know, | want toghgou through this.”

“I know. It’s just not something you can help withtell him.

His eyes darken and | can literally see the disapp@nt on his face. “Doesn’t me just being
here help?”

| open my mouth to speak — not that | know whatayp. And before | have to say anything
the front door of the diner jingles and Brian Kignealks in.

He’s dressed in a camel colored cashmere dressAgatrgeous red tie peeking out. He'’s
hair is perfectly styled, close to his head ondides but spiked and defiant in the front.

Almost every set of gay male eyes in the placeétsehselves on him to drink in the sheer
hotness.

But his eyes find only mine.

| swallow hard and my hand slips from Aiden’s anakes its way back into my lap.
Aiden turns toward the focus of my eyes.

He turns back. “Who is he?”

Brian starts to walk toward us. Before | know itsh&tanding beside the table, his eyes still
locked on mine.

He’s so stunning and intense and his eyes areesm@nd clear and if this was less than 24
hours ago | would stand up and wrap my arms artisideck and push my tongue into his
mouth.

But things have changed.

And Brian Kinney doesn’t seem to give a fuck.

“How are you?” he asks.

“Fine. You?”

“Fine.”

“Umm Justin?”

| glance at Aiden and back to Brian. | say nothsondinally Brian turns to face Aiden.



“Hi,” he says and extends his hand. “I'm Brian Key’

“Hi,” Aiden shakes his hand. “Aiden Freeman.”

Brian nods tersely and asks. “Do you love him?”

“Brian.” | say stunned.

He ignores me. Aiden glances at me but also ignoees

“Yes,” Aiden answers simply. “Very much.”

Brian stares at him a little longer then nods agdmturns and starts to walk away. | stand up
and start to follow him and call his name but h&oigs me and continues on out the door
without even a second glance.

Aiden stands too and puts a hand on my shouldenhatwhe hell was that?”

“That was Brian Kinney,” | say quietly. “Doing whhe does best. Walking away.”

| turn slowly and find Aiden staring at me withghweird look on his face. “You remember
him?”

| lower my eyes guiltily. “I never forgot him. | damed about him the whole time.”

“Oh,” Aiden says, shocked. He pauses and thentbaysord again but with a sad realization.
“Oh.”

| take his hand in mine. It's all | can do.
He pulls away. “We have to get to court.”

| follow along silently as he storms out of thealinRight now facing Chris Hobbs seems like
the easy option.

How fucked up is that?
Chapter 14
“Leave the light on... I'll never give up on you..."d&k to You by J. Mayer)

I’'m sitting at my desk — staring at a new website interactive team put together for Brown
Atheletics and pretending to scrutinize it whemlihhonestly | don’t give a fuck.

And then she storms in.
No announcement.
No warning.

And now | know what Justin must feel like with thast colliding with the present.



This reminds me of the time she stormed in herk wibag of his clothes and a check.
Because Justin’s expensive.

The memory would make me smile if she still didotik like she wanted to kill me. And if
my heart didn’t feel like it was in pieces in my €&ushoes.

“You just couldn’t leave well enough alone, coutul®” she starts in, her delicate hand
slicing through the air. “You had to suck him bagK

“He showed up here without invitation or warningdrgue back, rising to my feet. “And then
he showed up at my fucking loft and wouldn’t ledve.

“So you fucked him. Again.”

| roll my eyes. “He practically begged me to.”

She cringes at that.

“Jennifer, he remembers. The good things,” | renfiad “And he’s okay.”

“He just screwed up everything he’s built over ldwt five years,” she’s yelling now. “He’s
not okay.”

“He’s screwed nothing up,” | reply. “l just saw hiwith Avery at the diner. They were even
holding hands.”

She seems to soften a little at that, the creaslesriforehead smoothing and her blue eyes —
so much like her sons — lighten slightly.

“Aiden,” she corrects because she actually thintksn’'t know. Then she sighs. “But you
slept with him.”

“I won't tell if you won’t,” | can’t help but snark
“Justin will tell,” She informs me. “Because Justiil leave Aiden for you.”

| stare at her blankly. Willing the warmth bubblimgmy chest not to show in my face. Oh
fuck if only she were right. | want her to be right

“I walked away and he won't forgive that,” | remihér. “Let you take him off to Jersey for a
new life.”

“Because you cared,” she reminds me back.
| shrug and give her a pathetic smirk. “I won't i€lyou don't.”

Suddenly her cellphone goes off and she digs ippbese while 1 listen to Michael Jackson’s
Rock with You. She seems embarrassed.



“Justin likes to download ringtones for me,” sh@lains with a bit of a smile. “A few months
ago it was Gloria Gaynor’s | will Survive. Appargnhe thinks I’'m a disco nut.”

She says half of the word hello and then fallsn$jleer mouth hanging open.
“Oh my god,” she whispers. “Is he okay? Where 18 @& my god no.”
| step closer. It's Justin. | know it's Justin.

“It's okay Aiden. I'll be right there.” She flipsdr cell shut and throws it back in her bag and
starts almost running out of my office.

I’'m on her heels.

She spins at the elevator. “Brian go away.”

“If this has to do with Justin,” | tell her hotl{f’m going with you.”
“No.”

“Fuck Jennifer | care about him.” | yell and theke a deep breath and say more softly. “I
might be able to help.”

She hesitates but doesn’t stop me when | steptmiveir.
“He’s at the hospital,” she tells me. “He went ogge the victim after court.”
“Why the fuck would you let him do that?!”

She looks irate. “I didn’t know he was doing thidg’s a grown man Brian. | can’t control
him.”

“Ironic,” | spit out but bite my tongue.

We don't speak the whole way to St Paul’s but I'tlkmow if it's because she’s furious with
me or because my driving is scaring the crap oteof

The first thing we see when we burst in to emergesn®Vhat’s-His-Face. He starts towards
Jennifer and grabs her in a hug and whispers, “Hees They've given him some painkiller
and a mild sedative.”

| sigh. “What room?”

“Why is he here?” Alden or whatever asks Jennifer.

“I had no choice,” Jennifer offers back and | ol eyes.

“Where is he?” | repeat.

Then | see Mel and Lindsay and Deb all start towaedwith various expressions on their
faces. Lindsay looks concerned, Mel annoyed, Defipsyhetic.



“I think he needs me not you right now,” Allen imfies me with no arrogance, just
protectiveness. He loves Justin. He wants whats foe him and he doesn’t think that's me.

He’s probably right.

But | don'’t give a fuck.

“I want to see him,” | say calmly. “I won't fuck i up.”

“You always fuck him up,” Mel grumbles. “If you'eft well enough alone...”
“Mel!” Lindsay barks.

“Room 3C,” Deb pipes in and points down the halli@per left.

Aiden and Jennifer shoot her very angry glareshlvDeb stares back just as perturbed.
She points at Alvin or whatever the fuck.

“You seem adorable but you're in over your heagbii think you can stop this freight train
of a romance,” she tells him simply and the nod¥eanifer. “And | know you know it too. |
know you’ve always known it. No matter how misgudgu’ve become.”

| don’t wait around to hear Jennifer or Allan’s cgan to Deb’s brutally honest words. |
simply stride down the hallway to room 3C.

When | get there Justin is awake sitting up ind@d in a hospital gown with an 1V strapped
to his arm. And he’s arguing, politely, with thectiar.

“Well,” | hear the doctor reason. “If that's thesea then the test results will tell us that too
and you'll be outta here before nightfall.”

“But | don’t need tests,” he insists. “And | dom'¢ed the shrink you’re also going to send in
here.”

“Justin,” | say his name softly — like a parent kigh judging by his reaction he doesn't like
to hear. | don't like to sound that way either sgne even.

The doctor nods at me and exits the room promidusgin that he’ll move things along as fast
as possible.

Once alone, we stare at each other unblinkingdeeal minutes until | finally break the
silence.

“How're you feeling?”
“Fantastic,” he lifts his arm with the IV. “They ga me meds for the pain.”
| nod.

He holds my eye, his square chin, upward as ikiiladce. “What are you doing here?”



“I was with your mom when she found out you wereetie
“So what are you doing here?”
| blink.

“She’s a big girl,” he reminds me. “Perfectly cafgabf finding her way to a hospital | spent
months in. You did not have to come.”

His last sentence is said slowly and over-enungidte is pissed.

“I wanted to make sure you were okay,” | offer agher lamely. “See for myself.”

“Because you..care?” he says the last work like it's some rare disiggsvenereal disease.

| don’t answer him and it infuriates him just likexpect. It infuriates me. I'm a total asshole.
But what good are my feelings when he’s moved on?

Why does he want me to parade them around likelarfg pity party. Look at me! Brian
Kinney — in love with a man who loves someone elsadryone stare at the idiot who let the
only man he’ll ever love move on without him!

| swallow. He watches me intently.

“I'm fine,” he spits out. “Go.”

“Justin...”

“What?” he snhaps. “Stop being such a drama queen?”

| smile awkwardly. “You took the words right out iwfy mouth.”

“l was always a drama queen Brian. Right from tegibning,” he reminds me. “Remember
how I cried when you told me you didn’t believeawe, only fucking? Remember how |
virtually begged you to go to prom?”

| nod and then cock my head. I'm confused. Does Iethis.... Memories?

He’s staring at me with furious blue eyes. “MaybEhadn’t been such a drama queen then
none of this would have happened. Maybe you wouldsve felt guilted into going to prom
and | wouldn’t have created that big dramatic daseame and it wouldn’t have pissed off
Hobbs...”

“Justin...” his name drops off my tongue in a hoawbgsper.

“And maybe if | wasn't lost in all that silly roméa fluff in that parking garage | would have

seen Hobbs coming and | would have been able tk,thie takes a deep ragged breath. “And
don’t worry | can see why you let me go. No onedsethat kind of princess in their lives.”



| take a step toward him and open my mouth to spdalprotest. To tell him that he’s an
idiot. That he didn’t beg me to go to prom with hamd | didn’t feel guilty. | felt proud...
happy to be his date. To show him off to everydreemake him feel as special as he was.
And | was the one who should have seen Hobbs corhimgs the one who should have
stopped him. | was the one who failed.

But before | can say anything at all Jennifer istpog past me and What's-His-Face is with
her. They surround Justin, hovering over him, biogkim from my view and giving me no
chance to tell him how it really was. Or how illg8.

And then | hear Justin say “| remember mom. Evengh

And as a fearful silence falls over the room | waik. And | head back to my car without
stopping at Deb’s concerned call. Without acknogied Lindsay’s soft plea for me to wait.
Without even throwing a good insult toward Mel.

| just go. Back to work. Back to my life. Back tonothing.
Chapter 15

“But forgive me, love... | can’t turn and walk away.(Back to You by J. Mayer)

The headache is still there but barely. Nothing likhad been when the memories came
rushing back as | looked at that poor guy — Dedying battered in his bed.

| stood motionless watching him and suddenly | ragiring started to disappear — everything
got fuzzy and distorted and then... | know it's crézy | started to feel his pain. My head
started to pound as | looked at his bandages oskolyand then my jaw throbbed when |
looked at his facial bruises. And then | heardanslo- a loud cracking sound like | heard in
my dreams but only this time it was so real... aflththed and closed my eyes and got
dizzy.

And then | saw it.
His angry face and the bat is coming at me andht.he
Brian.

And then the pain overwhelmed me and | crumbledlawdild hear Aiden call my name and
feel his arms around me but | could do nothingdraan.

But as the doctors came rushing and they got nanuwgpgurney my brain became flooded
with memories. My father yelling at me... hitting nmethe driveway... my mom taking me
the to museum... trying hard to stay supportive... dpenhours in my bedroom drawing....
Brian.

And the dance.... They way he showed up out of nogvhad just... took my breath away.
I'd never been so in love or felt so loved as I with him on that dance floor. By the Jeep
afterward... the look in his eyes. The feel of that silk around my neck.... His lips on
mine.



| hear squeaking coming down the hard marble flobtke old courthouse and glance up to
see Daphne stalking towards me. She’s dressednifoc@able shoes and scrubs. Her hair is
pulled back into a tight low ponytail and she’s kngj despite bags under her eyes.

“You look like shit,” | can’t help but tell her wita smile. “Happy shit, but shit.”

“Residency is a bitch,” she yawns and playfully ghues me in the shoulder. “But | hear
you’'ve had your own hospital visit.”

| nod. “lI remember. It all.”
She nods. “And...”

“And | want to testify,” | tell her quietly. “I wainto finally say everything | couldn’t before. |
want to help put Chris Hobbs away forever.”

Daphne nods. “And...”
| stare at her and wrinkle my nose in confusiomdA.?”

She sighs dramatically and rolls her eyes. “Andtwhea fuck are you feeling? What about...
your life?”

| say nothing for a minute. “My life is what it iBaph. Nothing has changed.”

She seems to consider this, her big brown eyesadfteflective. Then she nods.

“Yeah. | guess that’s why I'm asking,” she saysn®e with a quirky mischievous smile. “Cuz
nothing has chaged. You're still Justin Taylor &eds still Brian Kinney and you're both still
madly in love with each other. So what now?”

| shake my head. Daphne may be right. | mean | kslos¥s half right. | am still so deeply and
desperately in love with him, I'm embarrassed. Bute really in love with me? On the
surface I'd say no fucking way, but something desjple me knows that he is. He always has
been. But if he’ll never admit it, never show itadit— then does it even count?

“I don’t want to talk about him,” | tell her andiiean it. “I didn’t ask you to meet me so we
could talk about my fucked up love life. | need ybelp testifying.”

She blinks, stunned. "You get up on the standm #akeath and speak.”

| shake my head. “The shrink at the hospital whiead my attack said she didn’t think |
should. | want you to override her decision.”

“Justin,” she looks skeptical. “I'm an intern. Iieano power and besides I'm going to
specialize in brain trauma not psychiatry and I'eywoo close to you. It's a conflict of
interest.”

“Daph,” my voice is so filled with urgency | almadbn’t recognize it. “He has to go to jail.”

She nods. “I'm sure Mel can put him there even authyour testimony.”



“Maybe,” | admit. “but maybe not. And | need to thss.”
She looks conflicted. “I wish | could help Justuth.”

Mel is charging down the hall toward us — my mord &nden right behind her. She
announces the trial is about to start and we allannto the courtroom without another word.

Aiden sits on my left and holds my hand the erttiree. It makes me feel clausterphobic. I try
desperately to pay attention to the trial — tode&ence attorney cross-emanining the doctor
who was in emergency when Dean was rushed in iHgrgytdesperately to make his still-
life-threatening injuries seem overblown.

| try not to get too upset about it but then fomgoreason | don’t understand, but that makes
me angry anyway, Brian waltzes into the courtrobl®.ignores all the stares and slides into
the row behind me.

An hour later Mel is questioning some Frat Boy Dweltag who was there at the bar and
watched the “gay kid” virtually “molest” Hobbs.

“Asshat.”
| hear Brian’s low, growling whisper from the rowthind me and | can’t help but smirk.
Aiden stares at me with a sad look on his facelgndl the smile off mine and stare straight

ahead then squeeze his hand out of guilt.

He judge calls recess and the lot of us — my Rittgbfriends and my New York friend... |
mean boyfriend.

We all stand there looking at each other silemtlthie wide, old oak and marble hallway
outside the courtroom. I fight like hell to keep ewes off Brian. It's where they naturally
want to focus, | realize with a mix of fear and awe

Aiden’s hand around mine feels like a handcuff gneg me somewhere | don’t want to be.

| sigh and turn to look at Mel who seems reallgllsestressed.

“That wasn’t good,” | say and she looks at me,diercolate eyes somber. “Those witnesses
are fucking us aren't they.”

“Please,” Brian says unimpressed and I'm secrd#g e spoke so | can look at him and not
feel guilty... as guilty. “A homophobic douche bagtfboy and an overworked, disgruntled
emerge doc. Fuck that.”

“Unfortunately that frat boy may be a lackey counstion worker but he is the son of a well
respected politician,” Mel explains. “And the daci®a credible witness. At least to the judge
who is a bigger homophobe than Regular Roy.”

“Who’s Regular Roy?” | ask and they all turn to mi¢h a weird look on their faces.



Brian clears his throat. “He was the judge on ymase. The one who made it possible for
Hobbs to put this kid in the hospital too.”

“The one who had his kiester glued to a toilet ®yat.. “ Debbie’s eyes dart to Brian.
“Someone.”

| glance at Brian who won’'t meet my gaze. Or any&ne

“Well the jury won't be able to blow me off,” | sagounding confident and feeling it too.
There is no way anyone will not be moved by myyst8ly the pain | went through. By the
years | lost. By... everything | lost.

“Justin, honey,” my mother starts in like | kneweshiould. “The doctor said that it would be
detrimental to —*

“I'm fine mom,” | say tersely. “I want to do thiqd it needs to be done.”

“J...”Aiden says softly and tightens his grip on ngnld. “I don’t think it's a good idea.”

“He’s not 12,” Brian pipes in hotly. “He can makis lbwn decisions. For once.”

“Brian!” My mom says his name with venom.

“He makes his own decisions but unlike you, we edoeut him and we’re not going to let

him hurt himself,” Aiden snaps and finally lets gomy hand only so he can take a menacing

step toward Brian.

| jJump in-between them as Lindsay lays a gentledl@nBrian’s shoulder and my mom does
the same to Aiden.

“I'm testifying.” | say firmly.

“Justin, the defense will just bring in some shrialsay you’re in no shape to be taken
seriously,” Mel warns me.

“Yeah but don’t you think it might at least makeifference with some of the jurors?” |
guestion.

“And when | testify and back him up,” Daphne ad®®hen | explain how Hobbs has been
after Justin for months and how | saw him leaveddece right after Justin...”

Mel nods hesitantly. “Yeah it might make a diffecerf

“I don’t think it's a good idea.” My mother arguéatly, but | ignore her.

“Call me next,” | tell Melanie and she simply nods.

Aiden looks at me like I just tore his heart oud anhurts. | don’t want to hurt him, but | have
to do this. And as | glance at Brian and his béalutiazel eyes meet mine | realize that if he

knew my real thoughts and actions over the lastdays, Aiden’s heart wouldn'’t just be torn
out of his chest it would be torn to pieces.



But somehow, | don’t feel any pain or guilt for ing Brian. And if he would only own up to
loving me, I'd never look back.

Chapter 16
“Your will is not as strong...As it used to be...” (Bao You by John Mayer)

Daphne testifies first. | don’t know what the fuldlel’s strategy is on this but | don’t ask
either. If she asked me why | used a certain dalan ad campaign I'd tell her to go fuck
herself and | would expect the same responsesitéc her about this. Besides, as much as
that Muncher annoys the crap out of me, she’s @godare | say great... lawyer and | trust
her judgment.

So Daphne takes the stand firs and talks abowv#lyeChris Hobbs bullied everyone at their
school. The way, after one certain day in detentr@nturned most of his vicious attention to
Justin Taylor. Justin had told her that it was lbseathey’d had a sexual encounter. The
defense objects to that one, calling it hearsay.

Daphne rolls her eyes and continues on to talk gw@m night. How | showed up and Justin
“Lit up like a Christmas tree.” How beautiful wedked and how we moved....

| can’t keep my brain from moving back in time km$e moments. They hurt. Everything
about that night hurts, which is an irony | nevet gast. Because that night — when it was
happening — was anything but painful. It was thestwearm, beautiful, amazing feeling I've
ever felt.

God the look in his beautiful blue eyes.... The Ibaekhad for me... No one, not even Mikey,
has looked at me that way. No one has made méhiateoved.

And look where it got us?

Daphne finishes testifying and the defense attotney to pick apart her story as hearsay and
the blatherings of a young, naive schoolgirl toathDaphne quickly calls him a homophobe.

| can hardly breath as Mel calls his name and &edst in front of me and starts toward the
witness stand.

My heart is hammering in my chest and | suddengy $&ck with nervousness.

If something happens to him — if this is too muchHim to handle — I'll never forgive myself
for not stopping him from doing this.

Never.

As the questioning begins, | suddenly understantisM&ategy. She put Daphne up first
because she knew the defense lawyer would usedyeassa major argument. Daphne wasn’t
Justin. All of Daphne’s thoughts or feeling on thents were just her opinions. So then when
she calls Justin up — and Justin backs up evergl wiowhat Daphne expressed, the defense
lawyer’s argument is dead in the water.



Sure, he’'ll take a new tactic — like claiming Janssin't fit to testify — but it only makes him
look like he’s grasping at straws. And if the jufrgmart — which is a big if — they’ll see right
thru it.

God | hope they're smart.

Most of Mel’s questions start with “Daphne Chandaegted” and ends with “Is that true?”
And he backs up everything in vivid, glorious, stimes heart-wrenching detail. What | was
wearing, how we danced, what song we danced to,iti@t — in his words “even more
amazing than it looked.”

| avert my eyes from Alden who is glancing over steulder at me like a kicked puppy.
Instead | turn to watch Chris Hobbs. He's fidgetindpis seat and getting redder and redder.

Mel asks about the supposed sexual encounter a&tid gives so much detail | can picture
the whole equipment room encounter like I'm watghitnon a porn site.

When it’s finally the defense attorney’s shot atss-examination he looks almost as furious
as Hobbs himself. He adjusts his tie and lays Joidin.

“You have a brain disorder correct?”

“No,” Justin corrects calmly. “I had some problewith long term memory due to Chris
Hobbs hitting me in the head with a bat, but thegone now.”

“We're just supposed to believe that?” sneers aimgyér. “I think it's more likely someone
fed you information to repeat.”

“Actually, there’s doctors on staff at St. Paulght here in Pittsburgh that can assure you |
have my memories back. They are real and theyiaick'VJustin assures him confidently.
“And | can see your client swinging the baseballdiany temple. | see the hate in his eyes
and-*

“Correct me if I'm wrong Mr. Taylor,” the defensashole interrupts. “But are you not a
successful artist in New York City now?”

Confusion flickers across his gorgeous featureantldoing well, yes.”

“Did you always want to be an artist?”

He nods and adds. “Yes. Since | was a child.”

The defense attorney turns and glances at thenjitinya sorta smirk and a nod. | have no
fucking idea what special moment he thinks they shiared. The look makes me want to

smack him.

“And is your boyfriend not an equally successfulama-coming advertising executive at one
of the most world renowned firms?” he asks with ttacky smirk still in place.

Adrian is a fucking ad man? Seriously? | would kaifg could right now.



“Yeah. So?” Justin is getting irritated. He stdidgeting in his seat.

He glances at me and | give him a small encouragiotband mouth the word. “Easy.”

He seems to get it and stops fidgeting.

“So what exactly did you lose, Mr. Taylor?” the kv wants to know. “I mean your life
seems pretty complete. Your hand works well endabghyou could pursue your life long
dream successfully and your boyfriend is successfdlyou just bought a loft. What exactly
did Mr. Hobbs take that was so important?”

Justin blinks.

The courtroom is so quiet that you can almost peaple’s heart’s beating. Mine in
particular is pounding with rage.

“You're fucking kidding right?” Justin snaps.
“Mr. Taylor...” the judge warns.

“What did he take?” Justin repeats the asinine tipres'Chris Hobbs took miife. He took
my innocence, my self-worth, my confidence, my fignmy home, and my friends. He took
away the love of my life.”

He stares straight at me for a second and thes hard eyes on the attorney.

“I became the best homosexual | coulddespiteChris Hobbs, not because of him. And |
know... I'll always know... that if he hadn’t tried tall me...” the fucktard lawyer yells out
an objection but Justin keeps going anyway. “| widuve becommore | would have been
happier, stronger, smarter, more successful tiaam light now. That's what your
homophobic, violent, mentally unbalanced clienktom me and it's what he’s taken from
Dean Barrett.”

“Objection!!!” The lawyer yells one more time. “lamt his tirade removed from the record.”
The judge stares at Justin and then back at tlemsleflawyer. He clears his throat and simply
shakes his head. “Unfortunately Mr. Taylor is siynphswering your question, Mr. Anderson.
Objection over-ruled, but jury please keep in mimd Hobbs was never convicted of trying

to kill Mr. Taylor.”

The Judge, who | am liking way more than Regulay,Raljourns for the day and Justin
leaves the stand with his shoulders back, heachd@mdiny triumphant smile on his lips.

Outside the courthouse friends and family and Aemgulf him.
| quietly slink away.

When | get home, | crack open the Beam. But the tiny drinking isn’t in pain. I'm
celebrating. I'm proud of that little shit. He redl Chris Hobbs to the wall. He did something



good for the kid in the hospital and more impotigrite brought closure — at least a little bit
— to his own attack.

| often wondered what it was like for him — outrfiemaking his way knowing that there was
a piece of his life he might not be able to getkbaad the guy who did it was walking free.
Not only walking free, but Justin never had his @agourt. His chance to confront Hobbs.

Now he had that. No matter what happened now,nJtr&gd his best. He spoke out. He
defended himself and told the world what that menkad done to him.

I’'m smiling as | order Chinese and flip on the steopting for some old Fleetwood Mac.
Most fags would have me turn in my queer badgdigtening to this stuff but I love it when
I’'m smoking up.

| throw myself down on an oversized, overstuffetbpi, take a sip from the Beam bottle and
reach for my silver bowl and rolling papers.

And then he knocks.

| know it’s him.

| don’t know whether to sigh or smile.
| kinda do both.

He knocks again.

“Brian.”

“It's open,” | call back trying to ignore the shivdown my spine at the sound of his voice
calling my name.

He slides it open and leans in the open frame jisgéind staring.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” he tells me asand up and start to walk slowly toward the
door. “For sticking up for me when | wanted to ifgst

| shrug my shoulders, now clad only in a wifebedteknew you could handle it.”

He nods and stares at his feet for a second bafiltheg. “But you didn’t think | could handle
staying in Pitts after the attack?”

| stop at the wood pillar that's closest to my frdoor and lean against it, facing him. | sigh.

“I didn’t think your mom could handle it,” I admitAnd you needed her to be a rock, not a
puddle.”

He considers my words and nods slightly. “So yalitfor her?”

| nod slightly. “And for you. You deserved a fututeat wasn’t haunted by a past you couldn’t
remember.”



He smiles sadly at that and tips his head so ftisdlmple is leaning on the doorframe. “l was
haunted anyway.”

“I'm sorry.”
We stare at each other. He swallows and licksijss | want to lick his lips too...

“My mother and Aiden are heading back to New Yankorrow,” He tells me. “They want
me to go with them.”

| nod.

| don’t know what else to do. This isn’t a questitits not an invitation. It's a simple
statement of fact.

He takes a deep breath. “So... | guess this is gged b

I’'m suddenly so sad it's almost overwhelming. ltuatly makes my body feel heavy and
weak. | lean into the pillar even more and drophregd to examine the oak floor beneath me.

“I'm sure we’ll....” | swallow. Hard. “Run into eacbther again or something.”

“Maybe,” he says in a whisper. “Or something.”

| lift my head and meet his gaze. His blue eyessaienming. He’s trying defiantly not to cry.
It's kinda working. His jaw is strong, and his faseemotionless — except for the water in his
eyes.

The sight makes me wanna cry which then makes ei@é&micked.

I let him walk away. | wanted him to be happy sorhere else. | don't get to take that from
him now.

“Would you stay in touch?” he asks simply. “I meanoccasional email or something?”

“Maybe. I'm not all that big into cyber shit,” | gdnonestly. “And you've got your business
and your... boyfriend. I'm pretty sure you’ll be busy

He turns his eyes away.

“But when | get promoted at Vanguard and take doetardner, I'm sure business will take
me to the big apple at some point,” | tell him fegllike a chump for chasing him. After all, |
sent him away. “Maybe we could do dinner or.. sdmmet”

He shrugs.

“Or you could...” I wish I'd already had a joint inenThen maybe | wouldn’t be about to say

what I'm about to say. Maybe the pain wouldn’t feeldeep. “You could dump your
boyfriend and we could have sex-filled weekendtsisvery couple of weeks.”



He catches my eye again and then grins.

Fucking beams.

“You're kidding right?”

“Not so much,” I shrug and smirk. “I mean lets faicdde’s a poor stand in.”
“What?”

“Ad man?”

“His profession is not why | dated him,” Justin @tfs but all | hear is the word dated as
opposed to dating. Past tense never sounded st. swee

“Isn’'tit?” | ask and arch an eyebrow. He grinsdeg even though | know he’s trying not to.
The eyebrow always gets him. “And you own a loft?”

He laughs guiltily now. “Look | can’t be respongldbr what repressed memories make me
do. If I don’t know | have them | can’t be at fatlt

| smile. “You got me there.”

He grows serious for a second. “He’s a good guys geing to get hurt.”

“Yeah,” | nod. “That sucks. But I think he mightesg coming.”

“Yeah after | told a room full of people Chris Habbad cost me the love of my life.”

We stare at each other, both smiling and both yzedl by the sudden emotional electricity in
the air between us.

| see the Chinese food delivery guy climbing tlarstbehind Justin. | lean in next to Justin in
the doorway, hand the guy a twenty and take theragg from him. He leaves and Justin
and | are face-to-face in the doorway each leaomg different side.

“Hungry?” | ask and hold up the food.

| can’t help but tip my head forward and take apdieeeath of his scent, my nose tickles his
earlobe.

“For you?” he whispers his breath on my neck. “Aya/d
| drop the bag of food and grab his face pullingitmine until our lips are on each other.

| would give up weed, food, Beam and all my viddscould just have this — have him —
forever.



Chapter 17

“| tired to forget you... | tried to stay away...Busitoo late.” (Back to You by J. Mayer)

“This is right,” | whisper against the sweaty fleshhis shoulder.
He exhales slowly and grunts what | assume isdnsesment.
“| feel whole here.” | tell him and he kisses myckdightly.

He rolls to my left gently, carefully holding on tiee end of the condom around his semi-hard
dick to make sure he takes it with him.

| feel a whoosh of cool air and like I'm suddeniygty — and | am physically. It's funny
because with Aiden, | can get out of him fast emowpen we’re done fucking. | just need to
clean up and the only way | can relax after sexiils a smoke and some alone time.

But here... now.... Brian lies on top of me for endlesautes after we come. And I fucking
love it. And when he pulls out of me | want to gnaa protest. | want to touch him or be
touched by him every waking moment of my life. yaefelt that with Aiden.

| didn’t know it was possible to feel that with ame. To feel so close.

Maybe it wasn’t before... when | was still missingges.

“| feel like... | belong.” | admit softly.

His chestnut hair hits the pillow, all askew, ansldyes — more green that hazel now — try to
blink away their desire and his post-orgasm euphori

He reaches out and brushes my hair from my forelf@eat's because you do, Sunshine.”
| smile.

He smiles back, rolls over and grabs the cigaréttes the coffee table as he snaps the
condom from his cock and tosses it in the genarattion of the trash.

After he lights his smoke, takes a long deep dratexhales, he offers it to me. | smile but
shake my head.

“So....” | say quietly and stretch slightly. “Whatw®”

He glances at me and kinda shrugs his shouldguéss we have to figure something out.”

| nod and watch him as he sits up from our positinrthe couch cushions on the floor. That's
as far as we’d made it — from the door to the coublefore we were naked and he was

bending me over. Somehow in all the writhing anckswg and grabbing and pounding the
cushions ended up on the floor along with our spedies.



| don’t know exactly how. What | do know is | loak coherent thought when Brian Kinney’s
cock is sliding into me and his lips are on thekbafcmy neck and...

“We could eat,” he suggests and motions towardCihieese take out still on the floor by the
door.

| laugh. “Not hungry.”

He flops back beside me. “Me either.”

He takes another long drag. “I guess maybe you taget back to the hotel or whatever.”

| turn my head to stare at his profile. He glaraiesme and then reaches for the ashtray on the
coffee table. “I mean you have to probably go backew York with your... mom. And you
know.... Deal with stuff.”

| know on some level that he’s right. My life midieel amazing right this very second but it
is, in all honestly, a pretty big colossal messelan | lived with Aiden and now... that will
have to change. And if that wasn’t a big enougletpsmy everyday dynamic — and Aiden’s
— he had become part of the family. It would afi@gt mother — so will me bouncing back
and forth between here and there, which will missly happen. And then there was my
career. It was just really starting to get off greund. Would his screw it up?

“I have some things to figure out,” | admit. “Butaybe | can just stay here a while longer.”
He smiles. “That'’s called avoidance. That's noingato solve anything.”

Yeah. | know. Damnit.

He butts out the smoke lays flat on his back. mMgteyes glide over his profile, lingering on
his beautiful soft cock. My heart rates jumps andhalls tingle and | have to avert my eyes.

| roll onto my stomach to hide my emerging hardaon stare at him sideways.

“You need to go and figure it all out,” he encowrag‘Do what you need to do and then we’ll
see each other again in a few months when things $ettled.”

| freeze.

“A few months?!”

He can tell by my tone I'm not impressed. He glanaeme again.

“Justin,” he says in a warning tone. “It's not ggito be easy or simple. Or fast.”

“No,” | agree. “It's going to be messy and complexy but not seeing you for months isn’t
going to make it easier either.”

“But it could make it harder if we don’t take oume,” he replies as he rolls over on his side
and props his head up on his hand. “Your mom iagyto hate me, more than she already



does that is. And Aiden... you can'’t just expect hintdisappear. He’'s going to be in and out
of your life for a bit.”

“S0?” It's one of those completely juvenile, 8 yeddt come backs but it's all I've got.

“Justin you're not 6,” he reminds me instantly whinly fuels my anger. “Besides, I'm
taking over for Gardner as President of Vanguadilamon’t need any distractions in the first
little while. It'll be better for both of us.”

| sit up and stare at him.

“It's not like we won't talk or keep in touch,” hergues watching my body become more rigid
and my face more angry. “I hear they even havevilis cam thing called skype. We could
technically see each other. We could watch eacér géink off.”

“Better yet, why don’t you bring home some southieorbag and I'll watch you fuck him
while | cook dinner,” | snap and watch him facenthiard at the words.

“Guess that memory is a hundred percent now huhsdys dryly. “Lucky me.”
| stand up and start gathering my discarded clgtlpatting it on as | find it. He sighs loudly.
“Justin.”

“I should go back to the hotel and... you know... de#h stuff.” | find my shoes and shove
my feet into them without my socks which are Godws where.

He reaches for my jacket at the same time | dogéts the collar and | grab an arm and
neither of us will let go. | stand there staringwhoat his naked form, his hand firmly clamped
around my jacket.

“I would have thought that you'd have matured ia thst five years,” he snaps angrily.
“You're acting like a child. You need to think alidhis rationally.”

“You want rational?” | ask my voice high and anyipibut rational. “My mother and you
rationally decided what to do with my life 5 yeaigo, and now... now that | have back my
memories and | know exactly what | wawhol want. Now I think it would be irrational to
waste any time being away from that. Frpow”

He stares at me looking suddenly overwhelmed amahider if we’re on the same page. If we
would ever be. Sure | didn’t want Aiden — not likeanted Brian — but | did want the type of
life | created with him. The relationship. The coitment. It suddenly felt like that might be
the furthest thing from Brian’s head.

“But clearlyyoudon't feel the same,” | continue and yank the gidkom his grasp.
“Justin | didn’t say-*
“Clearly youhaven't had enough time away from me yet,” | bemkl fight a losing battle to

keep my voice cold and hard, not weak and brokenllieel. “So | guess I'll see ya in a few
months Brian. Maybe.”



| storm out and slam the door behind me. He neven got off the fucking floor.

I’'m still furious when | get back to the hotel.ihd my mother and Aiden together in my suite
despite my incessant prayers on my way home tegtwlould both be out.

My mood gets worse.

They stare at me in silence. It's that kind ofealieompassing awkward silence that lets you
know your presence halted whatever conversatiorbkad taking place.

| glare from one to the other. “What?”

Aiden shakes his head. My mother averts her eyes,

“You guys want to talk about me, you can. | know bephavior seems irrational and rude,” |
tell them as | rip my jack off and angrily throwtatward a chair. “You both have every right
to hate me. Or yell at me. So please feel free.”

Neither say a word.

“Fine,” | say, almost disappointed with their cityil “I'm showering.”

| storm past them both.

Aiden is the first to join me. | knew one, if naith, would follow me.

We stare at each other for a long moment. I'm ssegrto realize he doesn’t look angry. |
figured he’d look angry. Or devastated. But he Bokither.

“Were you with Brian?”
| nod and pull my shirt over my head. | keep mysegtie to the floor.
“Are you sleeping with him?”

There’s no pain in his voice. There’s no angerjitgment. | get the sense he already knows
the answer but just wants to have me say it - ogvtout.

“Yes,” | reply and finally force myself to look &im. “I'm sorry. | know I've hurt you.”
He nods curtly. “You're sorry you hurt me, but sotry you did it.”
| nod again even though it's a statement and rptestion.

He looks... defeated. | feel... like a total asshole.

“I'm going back to New York,” Aiden tells me anabd.

“So am |,” | explain and he gives me a puzzled laéiker which | add. “It's complicated.”



“That’s too bad,” He steps towards me and kisseginegk. It's light but he lingers a
moment.

| reach out and touch the side of his face anahéx thing | know we’re hugging. Holding
each other tightly, wordlessly. | feel his lips gged softly against my shoulder and | press
mine to his cheek.

“I'm sorry,” | say finally in a choked voice. “I @ hurting you.”

“You have to do what you have to do,” Aiden says@y. “But | think you're making a
mistake. He let you go Justin. He didn’t fight f@mu when he had the chance. You deserve
someone who would stick by you through thick and hlike | did.”

He steps away and walks to the door that leads inazkhe main part of the hotel suite and
walks out without another word.

| hesitate but follow him and catch him, bag ovisrdhoulder, hugging my mother good-bye.
And then, without even a look in my direction, kaves.
My mother turns to me, disappointment coveringfhatures.

And for the first time since | arrived in Pittsbtrgsince | saw Brian’s face in that darkened
parked car — | feel panic. | feel like maybe I'mkimay the biggest mistake of my life.

“You think | should run after him don’t you?” | asler even though I'm sure of what her
answer will be.

She shakes her head. “No. I'm just sorry he’s hgrtHe’s a great guy. I liked him.”
“But... you don't think | should run after him?”

She looks even more disappointed as she sighsagsd“8rian Kinney is the only man
you've ever loved. And | know now that what | didlyp delayed the inevitable.”

She sniffs a little before finally breaking dowmapletely. | step toward her and pull her into
my arms. No matter what she did, she’s my mom &ed®/es me. | know she was only
trying to help me and to see her cry... breaks mythea

“I'm sorry Justin,” she sobs into my shoulder.

“It's okay mom,” | soothe her. “Maybe Aiden is riglor me. I’'m beginning to think Brian
doesn’t love me like | love him.”

She pulls back, wipes her eyes and motions forams& down.

“Justin, there’s some things you should know.”



Chapter 18

| feel sick. My heart is racing a mile a minute, hgnds are shaky and I'm pretty sure it's
because what | am about to do goes against evegleself-preservation instinct in my entire
body.

It's the equivalent of an arachnophobe locking thelwes in a room full of spiders.

Doing this... it's the most terrifying thing | haveer done. But... | have no choice.

| can’t let him leave.

Not again.

| park in the visitor lot of the hotel and rushwabbly legs towards the lobby and the
concierge. | have no idea what room he’s in — av Hm going to get someone to tell me.

But | have to try.

It took me about 60 seconds after he left to realhat a complete asshole | was. What a
giant mistake | was making.

| watched him slam the door, then flopped backhendushions and tried to light another
smoke. My head was playing the same old brokerrdeco

He’ll calm down eventually. He’s being immature.’d4going to need his space to deal with
everything. I've been slacking at Vanguard and tioat everything is settling down I'll need
to focus on that for a while.

But my hands were shaking so bad as | tried td gl smoke | finally had to give up. | stood
up and walked to the liquor cart.

“I think it would be irrational to waste any timeslmg away from that. From you.”

The Crown Royal bottleneck was clanking harshlyirsggahe crystal tumbler as | tried to
pour it so | discarded the glass and drank dirdotim the bottle.

The liquor burned its way into my belly but did hiolg to quell my jack-rabitting heart.

Suddenly my mantra - the rationale for why | wasing him walk away again. Why | was
distancing myself — seemed completely irrational.

| pictured myself waking up in this loft tomorrowvthout him - and my chest ached.
That's when | grabbed a pair of jeans, a crumpladenT-shirt and my car keys.

And now here | am waiting impatiently behind sonog ghecking out feeling more terrified
and more lost than | ever have in my life.

What if he turns me away?

What if he reconciled with Aaron?



What if Jennifer convinced him once and for alldsaa mistake?
The guy talking to the concierge in front of meafiy turns to leave.
| freeze — mouth hanging open, arms limp at my.side

He gives me the once over and then smiles sofflgngratulations.”
| blink. “On what?”

“On finally growing the balls to fight for him.”

| say nothing. | just stare at Justin’s New York/tiend in silence.
Guilty, awkward silence.

He moves slightly to the left as a larger middle agpman makes her way to the concierge
and | follow him. Although | have no fucking cluéhw

“That is why you're here, right?” he asks me andksahis head. It is a very pretty head.
Justin has good taste. “To fix whatever you saididrearlier tonight. To tell him you want
him to stay here and not go back to New York?”

| clear my throat.

“I'm not sure why I'm here,” | admit. “But | do ko I'm not going to ask him to do
anything. | want him to do what he wants, not whaant.”

He rolls his pretty, almond shaped eyes that asapretty version of my own. “You're a
fucking idiot.”

“Excuse me?!”

“He loves you,” he tells me even though his featuaee a mask of pain. “He has always loved
you even when he didn’t remember who the fuck yewewSo don’t deny him the

opportunity to hear you tell him that you feel 8ame way.”

“I didn’'t say | didn't feel the same way.”

He makes a face like a teacher who is trying tohteareally stupid kid.

“But you haven't told him that you do feel the sawey, have you?” he demands and
repositions his bag on his shoulder. “If you're nwn enough to tell him that. To tell him

you want him now and that you've always wanted hinthen you’re a fucking idiot.”

He starts to walk past me and | grab his arm amdlsm back. He looks shocked and maybe
even a little scared.

Granted, | don’t appreciate some random guy fromw Merk telling me I'm an idiot but I'm
not going to haul off and hit him or anything.



| take a deep breath.

“You're probably the safer bet,” | tell him hongsttThe smarter choice.”

“Yeah,” he admits with a curt nod. “But true lovancbe pretty fucking stupid.”

He gently pulls his arm back and lets out a detkeaigh.

“I'm not what Justin wants. He wants you.”

“I'm sorry Aiden.”

“No you're not,” he smirks at me. “And | wouldn’eleither if he had chosen me.”
| smirk back.

“He’s in room 1427."

He turns and | stand motionless and watch him @isapthrough the front doors.

| start quickly towards the elevators. | punch the button and seconds later | hear a ding and
turn toward the elevator to my left... just as Justaps off.

He darts out of the elevator, ready to start rugnamd slams right into me.
We stare at each other shocked. He’s breathingyttegng to catch his breath.
| can’t breath at all.

“Are you... looking for Aiden?” | can barely form tiveords.

He looks confused for a second and then, thankfsiigkes his head.

“No. He left. We ended things.”

| nod.

Silence.

A couple scurries past us, giggling and holdingdsaand steal our elevator.
“I was on my way back to your place,” he confessesrush of words.
“Why? | was an asshole.”

He nods and then grins. It's unexpected and égaky breath away.

“Your bad attitude never stopped me before.”

“Yeah. Thankfully,” I reach out and grab his T s$kand pull him into my chest.



He buries his head in my shoulder and holds ontaovaigt.

| circle his shoulders with my arms and bury myenwshis hair and breath in his scent.
My heart finally slows down.

My limbs regain their strength.

“I don’t want to lose you again,” | whisper intcetimass of blonde hair.

“Good.”

An elevator opens with a ding to my left and Jeemsiteps out. We make eye contact and |
pull away from her son.

She smiles but turns her eyes to Justin.
“See,” she says as her son glances at her ovehabidder. “I told you.”

She nods to me and continues out toward the lokibyleer deep purple suitcase rolling along
behind her.

| glance down at Justin and he takes my hand au$ Ime into the open elevator.

He presses the button for the 14 floor as he begiegplain.

“She told me everything,” he says as the doorsectoal we're alone and chugging upwards.
“She told me how you were at the hospital everjnniglow you begged her not to take me at
first. How you... fell apart after | was gone. Howedtad to send you updates...”

| start to feel panic again.

My eyes dart to the floor of the elevator as myrhstarts to hammer again and my mouth
goes dry.

“Brian...”

“I let her take you because | couldn’t help yousaly in a hoarse whisper. “They told me.
Everyone told me you couldn’t be helped. That a hfwvas the only way.”

“I know,” he steps closer to me and wraps his aanosind my waist again.
He fits so fucking perfectly in my arms.

| turn my head slightly and capture his lips, miy kand snaking up to wrap my fingers in his
hair and cup the back of his neck.

He sighs into my mouth as he tongue moves to aoyeown.

He tastes like peppermint. Only sweeter.



The kiss deepens and | feel his prick hardeningnageny thigh.

| pull my lips a few inches from his and keep meggylose as | whisper. “I've never stopped
wanting you.... Not once this entire time.”

‘Mmm..."

My eyes flutter open and | pull back farther anttiitbe sides of his face in my hands.
He stares up at me with his cobalt eyes filled Witt.

“You're all | will ever want,” | promise and it'sasier than | thought it would be.

To tell him. To let go and ... give him my heart.

He kisses me again. Slowly. Softly.

| melt into him and, heart-hammering, fear runrtimgpugh my veins... | say it.

“I love you.”

His breath stops completely and | feel his bodyigial.

But | don't feel terrified anymore. | feel ridicuisly peaceful. Euphoric. Free.

His eyelids flicker open again to reveal tearstghgg in his eyes and he tries to smile
through the shock as he touches my face with Heshmnd.

“I love you too.”
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